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Introduction

Rory Stewart

This is a book about two heroes. The explicit hero — the Napoleon — of th:

book is Ahmad Shah Massoud. But the other is Sandy Gall himself. And this i
also a story of how an encounter between two heroes can create a new birth i
midlife.

Gall opens the book with his two-hundred-mile trek across Afghanistan i
1982 to meet Massoud. He does not explain to us that perhaps one of the reason
he finds it a little tiring is that he is about to turn fifty-six. (I found a similar trel
difficult enough at twenty-nine). Nor that, as the book opens, he had alread
been a reporter for more than three decades. He had reported the Hungariai
Revolution and the horrors of the Congo. He had covered the Six-Day War, tht
Yom Kippur War, Pol Pot’s Cambodia, and Mao’s China. He had been detaine«
in Uganda. He had been on the beaches when the US marines were landing i
Vietnam on 8 March 1965. And he had been on the Saigon Boulevard ten year
later, still reporting — a tall figure in a short-sleeved safari suit — after the las
helicopter flew off the US embassy roof and when the Vietcong tanks wert

rolling into the capital. He was on the ground reporting the Suez Crisis whei



Massoud was still an infant.

And, characteristically, Gall’s modesty extends to underplaying thi
extraordinary risk involved in walking two hundred miles, with a film crew, int
Soviet-occupied Afghanistan. On this trip, he was almost killed, first b
mujahideen who thought he was a Russian solider and then by Russians when h
was with the mujahideen. One of his cameramen was wounded in Kabul in 1994
Another, Andy Skrzypkowiak, was murdered by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s force
in 1987 as a punishment for reporting on Massoud. War reporting is a tougl
profession requiring considerable courage. And thirty years as a war reporte
could have made Gall very cynical about someone like Massoud. After all, hi
working life had involved countless interviews with rebel commanders in towns

ejungles, and deserts, surrounded by their militias and caught up in the paradoxe
Sof national liberation, communism, modernity, superpower competition, an
Ireligion. He had met Robert Mugabe, Idi Amin, and Joseph Mobutu.

And yet the meeting with Massoud changed Gall’s life. Gall is the beau idéa
lof a Scottish gentleman — slender, erect, and dignified; unquestioningly brave
Sand, under his calm exterior, profoundly romantic. He entered the Panjshe
‘reflecting on the exact cadence of Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau’s rendering o
YSchubert and Goethe’s ‘Heidenr6slein’. He shows a quiet patriotic pride in Gerr
IWarner, the British intelligence controller who sent an officer to find th
¢<Afghan Napoleon’, but he also has a resigned realism about the slowness o
1British bureaucracy in providing anything substantial to Massoud over thi
Ifollowing years. He saw much in the Afghan landscape that reminded him of thi
SScottish Highlands, ‘without the whisky’. He found, in this man young enougl
tto be his son, a heroism that seems to have appealed to every fibre of his being
®And, at an age when many of his contemporaries were preparing for retirement

1Gall found in Afghanistan the central subject of the rest of his long life.



Gall went on to shoot extraordinary films in Afghanistan, capturing
eunforgettable images of the resistance to the Soviets. This book include
yglimpses of his great craft in film-making (‘Smart was shooting wide open, o1
yfast film stock...”). He went on to write deeply informed articles and book
eabout the country and then to establish and run a remarkable charity for Afghan
~who had lost limbs — providing aids, prosthetics, and therapy. His wife anc
sdaughters in turn absorbed themselves in Afghanistan, living there, dedicatin
1ithemselves to understanding it, and working with Afghans — a tribute, on
rsenses, both to their husband and father and to Afghanistan itself. This book
swritten when Gall is ninety-three, is part of that extraordinary second life o
,commitment and absorption that began almost forty years earlier with a lony
swalk across the Afghan hills.

1 Gall’s subject, Massoud, is now concealed behind the grandeur of hi
reputation. His photo — twenty times life-size — is the first thing you see o1
larriving at Kabul’s airport. The main traffic circle in the city is named after him
;there is a national holiday in his honour, and his mausoleum looms over hi
rnative valley, larger than the Tomb of Cyrus at Pasargadae. He is the ‘nationa
fhero of Afghanistan’. His Soviet opponents praised him as their finest adversary
ywho, despite very limited international support, managed to hold out for eigh
eyears against at least nine assaults by Russia’s finest troops. And he remainec
fthe Taliban’s most feared opponent — which is why they conspired ultimately t
eassassinate him shortly before 9/11. The American writer Robert Kaplai
ecompared him favourably as a guerrilla commander to Mao Tse-tung and Ch
1Guevara. Others have praised his charm, his keen intelligence, his modesty, hi
.faith, and his deep knowledge and love of classical Persian literature.

, And yet, Massoud is also a difficult hero for the modern age. He is not

Gandhi or a Martin Luther King, Jr. Rather than being committed to non



zviolence, his entire adult life — from the age of twenty-two to his death at forty
snine — was spent at war, as an Afghan mujahideen commander. So it has neve
1been difficult to point to paradoxes and tensions within his life story, right fron
shis beginning as part of a student Islamist movement that included some of thy
smost radical and notorious figures of the later civil war. Although he moved tc
Ithe moderate wing of the movement and openly argued for democracy anc
stolerance, he always remained a mujahid, fighting for Islam as much as fo
eAfghanistan. And although he acquired some notable allies from the majorit:
,Pashtun group, many Afghans continue to fundamentally associate him with thy
fTajiks.

3 The Soviet troops in Afghanistan, against whom he fought in the 1980s
sometimes tried to provide basic medicines for the local population and help i1
sresolving local disputes, but they also killed, often indiscriminately. (One Sovie
1soldier, remembered as ‘cheerful and good company’, describes throwing
,grenade into a room, entering to find a dying young mother and seven childrei
sunder five, still moving, and then machine-gunning them to eliminate witnesses)
1The mujahideen in turn killed and mutilated Soviet prisoners and members of thy
~regime forces, if on a lesser scale. During this period, Massoud felt forced tc
tsign a ceasefire with the Soviets — which bought him time to re-equip anc
Irecover, but which exposed other resistance groups to the full brunt of the Sovie
sassault. He struggled to prevent his troops from stealing and looting, and he hac
1to make complex compromises with foreign intelligence services to receivi
esupplies and support.

s Things got even more horrifying after the Soviet withdrawal. In the 1990s, hi
was appointed defence minister during the Afghan civil war, in which rap:
abecame, for the first time in the Afghan conflict, a full weapon of war. He was i1

-command of the air force bombers and the many artillery positions on thi



-heights around Kabul — including the notorious battery on “TV Hill’ — tha
rshelled residential areas of the capital in which rival Afghan factions were based
1In 1994, his troops participated in an attack on the Afshar neighbourhood tha
ehas been described by Human Rights Watch and his opponents as a massacre o
ycivilians (which is denied by his supporters and at least one journalist at thi
Iscene). And almost regardless of the details of responsibility for individua
rincidents, he and his fellow leaders manifestly failed to create a remotely stabl
yor prosperous state. If anything, Afghanistan under the cabinet in which hi
eserved was as bad as — some would say worse than — it had been under thi
Soviet invasion. The brutality and corruption of the commanders across th
,country were beyond imagining and created much of the support for the Taliban
1 All of this background has engendered deep cynicism about Massoud. Senio
tUnited States officials in particular used this to justify their refusal to suppor
ahim. Thus Richard Armitage, the United States deputy secretary of state, said t
1the BBC that, because of the atrocities committed by his troops, Massoud was ai
.‘unacceptable ally’. And Robin Raphel, the assistant secretary of state for Soutl
eand Central Asian affairs, said that Massoud had simply charmed and foole«
YWestern observers by saying, ‘Choose us because we are smart, because we reac
1books and can talk to you.” But he was, she concluded, a ‘warlord ... in it fo
thimself and the Tajiks’. ‘It wasn’t,” she argued later, ‘for us to choose betweei
lwarlords, who were tainted. Let them choose among themselves.’

e Gall’s book is a thoughtful and convincing rejection of such cynicism
Massoud was not simply ‘another warlord’. He displayed, for twenty-five years
ea better model of leadership, a greater ability to govern well, and a mort
eimpressive moral character than the other commanders. He eschewes
1Hekmatyar’s model of Machiavellian plotting, collaboration with Pakistan, anc

einternecine murder; he did not copy Abdul Rasul Sayyaf’s brutality o



tfundamentalism; unlike the Taliban, he did not provide safe haven to al-Qaeda
.and he never sought to emulate the immense wealth of Atta Mohammad Noor o
tthe decadent lifestyle of Abdul Rashid Dostum. While the other commander
fwere frequently abroad cultivating foreign backers, he remained in Afghanistai
ethroughout the Soviet occupation, living in the simplest conditions in th
1Panjsher. His forces were more disciplined and professional. He maintained hi
edistance from the Pakistani intelligence services. And, unusually among thi
ecommanders, he focused on protecting the civilian population and set up
etransparent tax system to raise funds (albeit supplemented by emerald and lapi
emining). He was personally austere and incorruptible. He had a far mor
.progressive and sincere vision of a democratic, multi-ethnic Afghanistan.

r The United States’ attempt, therefore, to portray the commanders as, i
tRaphel’s words, ‘all bastards’ were lazy pessimism (just as the unrealisti
sexpectations of the post-9/11 wars was lazy optimism). They were shying awa:
1from the — admittedly very difficult — tasks of finding better allies anc
1identifying, amongst all the horror and compromise of war, better leaders. It wa
lcowardice to pretend that everything would be solved by leaving Afghanistai
lalone. By washing their hands of Massoud, the United States and the Wes
rsimply created an opportunity for other, less scrupulous, nations — Pakistan, Iran
1Saudi Arabia, and others — to intervene in their place and prop up far wors:
warlords.

. It is not easy to make the case for Massoud, partly because, unusuall’
,amongst independence leaders, Massoud had very little interest in aggrandisin
ehimself or reflecting on his own personality and life with foreign reporters. Al
Ithe most patient attempts by interviewers to try to divert him onto anecdote
lwere met by sober accounts of military tactics or political strategy. Unlike othe

rcommanders, who were famous for their exuberant private lives, for thei



;collections of fighting dogs or buzkashi ponies, or for much more disturbiny
rstories of addiction and abuse, Massoud ensured that his personal life remainec
sdomestic and private.
1 The memories of his contemporaries, collected by Gall, give glimpses of ‘hov
ethoughtful he was, how respectful, how always aware of people’s dignity’. The:
sshow him paying repeated respect to an elder whom he has had to replace a
evillage commander, borrowing money to feed fleeing civilians, and advising hi
ayounger brother when they were children (‘Meditate every day for half an hour
syour forehead resting on your fingertips; you’ll see your relationships with othe
epeople will change’). There are moments of grandeur too. As the Talibai
advanced on Kabul, for example, he walked out alone into the Taliban camp t
try to negotiate a compromise. He did so despite all the warnings by his men tha
che would be killed by the Taliban as soon as he approached. By force o
ypersonality, and by appealing to the honour of the Taliban commander, hi
Ireturned, alone and alive. (The Taliban commander was subsequently sacked b:
sMullah Omar for letting Massoud escape.) Again, when every commander wa
1seizing property in Kabul, he refused, saying (in a phrase that caught some of thy
tfervour of this taciturn and often modest man), ‘If Afghanistan falls, then it doe
,nhot matter if I own the whole country. And if Afghanistan is free, I do not need :
ehouse, for I will be everyone’s guest.’

But the unique interest and importance of this book lies in his diaries, whicl
yhave never been previously published. Each excerpt is beautifully rendered by
steam of translators including the pedantic, subversive, erudite, earthy, anc
Iplayful Bruce Wannell. Each is elegantly framed and put in context by Gall -
swho is careful to ensure that his own encounters with his friend are balancec
rwith Afghan voices and even Soviet accounts. The diaries reveal the texture o

rMassoud’s soul. It is here that we see his moments of intense doubt and pain -



sthe sleepless nights; his punishing self-analysis; his sense of failure and awfu
Iresponsibility; his fear that he cannot last. We read about his shame at having tc
send his family into exile. And we also see his absolute lack of vanity, and hov
vfairly and generously he wrote about his adversaries.

y At times, he seems to be a young Oliver Cromwell, putting his entire trust i1
sGod. (‘It is only awareness of sin that makes me fear death, otherwise I have n¢
sparticular enthusiasm for this life.”) And at other times he is a Lawrence o
wArabia, worn down by the compromises, the loss of his closest friends, and tht
rsurrounding brutality. His fragility is balanced by his desire to keep educating
rhimself — in Arabic grammar, oratory, and jurisprudence — and his attempts t
sachieve distance from his achievements, to analyse the previous year and plai
tthe next. Above all, the diaries are a testament to his willpower. He fought for
fdecade to take Kabul, and then, having won it, lost again. And was driven bacl
eagain, after fifteen years of fighting, to his beginning. And then picked himsel
yup to persist again. Gall’s publication should encourage the family members wh
sown the rest of Massoud’s diaries to come forward and have them published i1
efull. They are an extraordinary inward portrait of a very rare human being.

s Massoud was only forty-nine when he was assassinated — almost the age Gal
ahad been on that boulevard in Saigon. He was not granted Gall’s boon of a long
and quite different, second half of life. And yet there is something very specia
1embedded in this book — the partnership of an older Scot and a younger Afghan
aof the quieter wisdom of age and the fierce blaze of youth that shaped anc
linspired the older man; of two distinct representatives of that very difficult ide:
-that both of them shied away from — heroism.

1 Primarily, it is the diaries that echo Massoud’s life of commitment in this mos
fviolent of contexts — a heroism alien and troubling, sticking like a fish bone i

-our throats — and that seem to echo Robert Lowell’s great memorial of a warrio



lof another time, ‘lean as a compass-needle’:

' He has an angry wrenlike vigilance,

v agreyhound’s gentle tautness;
he seems to wince at pleasure,
and suffocate for privacy.

1
sAbove all, they evoke a man who

f is out of bounds now. He rejoices in man’s lovely,

o peculiar power to choose life and die—
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Author’s Note

I first met Ahmad Shah Massoud in the summer of 1982, when he was a youn;

guerrilla commander fighting the Soviet army in the mountains of Afghanistan
It was the third year of the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. Little genuin
news of the war, in which hundreds if not thousands of innocent people wert
being killed, was available. As a journalist, I wanted to know what was going on
A British official described Massoud to me as a potential young Tito, compariny
him to the leader of the Partisans in Yugoslavia, which intrigued me.

By the time in 1982 when I made a one-hour documentary for ITV, Behinc
Russian Lines, Massoud had survived six major Russian offensives. Hi
resilience, intelligence, and military skill in the face of relentless Soviet bombiny
and scorched-earth tactics were immediately evident, as was his charisma as
leader of his people. Four years later, he expanded his operations to the north
and by the end of the 1980s he had established control across the north-east o
the country, playing a critical role in forcing the Soviet withdrawal in 1989
Within three years, he had overthrown the communist government, endiny
Russia’s grip on his country and proving himself Afghanistan’s foremos
military commander.

I visited Afghanistan repeatedly over the years and came to know Massour



well, often seeing him in the thick of operations, and so, when it came to writiny
his life story, it was natural for me to include first-hand reporting of those times
Much later, I discovered from his son, Ahmad, that Massoud had kept a diary fo
much of his life; thanks to the family, I was able to view some volumes. Thi
result is a book that is not a classically straightforward biography, but one tha
blends my personal recollections and extracts from Massoud’s diaries with |
more traditional narrative of his life. My daughter Carlotta, an author anc
journalist with the New York Times, has helped me over the last few years tc
assemble all the parts and complete the manuscript.

> Massoud’s greatest achievement was without doubt his military resistanci
~against the might of the Soviet army, and this book focuses in depth on tha
®period. The Soviets unleashed a ruthless campaign of carpet bombing anc
®massacres on the rural population that forced an exodus of 5 million people, .
“third of the entire population, to neighbouring countries. The scale of Sovie
3atrocities led Felix Ermacora, the United Nations special rapporteur o
Afghanistan, to warn in 1986 that the war was ‘approaching genocide, which ths
diraditions and culture of this noble people cannot permit’.* An estimated
Smillion Afghans died in the ten years of the Soviet occupation, a trauma fron
3which the country and its people have yet to recover and which explains a grea
Adeal of the continuing strife. By resisting and by forcing a Soviet withdrawal
bMassoud and his fellow mujahideen taught an important lesson to the world: «
fsupelrpower had no right to subjugate a smaller, less developed country.

. This book also covers his struggles within the mujahideen movement and hi
3later resistance to the Taliban and al-Qaeda, which was essentially a continuatior
tof his resistance to outside interference. I have also sought to show the inne

depths of the man, for Massoud, as his diaries reveal, was an able administrator

Ta strategist, and a cultured man in the best Afghan tradition, with a love o



zpoetry. When he left Kabul for the last time in 1996, he took with him a librar
.of 2,000 books.

r [ chose the title Afghan Napoleon when I learned from Gerry Warner, thi
eformer Far East controller at MI6, that soon after the Soviet invasion o
tAfghanistan he had instructed one of his officers to go out and find someons
aamong the Afghan mujahideen who was of the calibre of the young Napoleon -
dthe artillery officer who became Europe’s greatest military commander and the
semperor of France. The British spotted that same potential in Massoud, and hi
military exploits soon proved them right.

2

t* Felix Ermacora, Report on the situation of human rights in Afghanistan (United Nations, 1986), 24.

1 1 have been asked about the use of ‘Afghan’ to describe Massoud, since th
dterm can be synonymous with ‘Pashtun’ in certain contexts within the region
Massoud was an ethnic Tajik. The use of variations of the word ‘Afghan’ for th
Ipeople of the region may go back as early as a third century ad Sasaniar
fexample, according to the distinguished anthropologist and author Louis Dupree
land the earliest reference by a Muslim source occurred in ad 982.* Afghan
lthemselves referred to their area variously as Kabulistan, Zabulistan, Khorasan
land Turkestan until 1880, when Amir Abdur Rahman created moder
»Afghanistan with a process of ‘internal imperialism’, whence comes the debate
AAbdur Rahman himself referred to it as Yaghistan, which translates as ‘land o
insolence’ — ‘the insolence of equality felt and practiced’, as Dupree explained
S¢the insolence of bravery past and bravery anticipated’. I use ‘Afghan’ in th
ltitle, and throughout the book, for a British and North American readership
Tamong whom the word is understood to mean nothing more or less thai
>someone from Afghanistan of any ethnic group. Massoud, a patriot who fough

ffor a united and free Afghanistan, would, I am sure, have understood.



[
* Louis Dupree, Afghanistan (Oxford, 1973), xvii—xix.
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Translator’s Note

The late Bruce Wannell, who translated the first volume of Massoud’s diarie.
from the 1980s, made several observations on the particularities of the writings

His observations are reproduced here.

1. On the name ‘Panjsher’: historical sources are unequivocal that the correc
name originates from ‘panj’ (‘five’) + ‘hir’ (‘mountain’), not the latterly popula
etymology ‘panj’ (‘five’) + ‘shair’ (‘lion’), however much that might punctur

the boasting of the locals!

2. Afghans use people’s professional status and qualifications as part of thei
names, considering it disrespectful to use merely a personal name; family names
as such, rarely exist, whereas pen names or noms de guerre do, as also triba
affiliation: hence ‘Mufattesh’ (‘Investigator’), ‘Moallem’ (‘Teacher’), ‘Mamur
(‘Officer’ — usually civilian), ‘Khan’ (‘Squire’), ‘Mullah’ (‘Cleric’), ‘Zabet
(‘Junior Officer’), ‘Tsaran-wal’ (‘Military Gendarme’), ‘Ulus-wal’ (‘Provincia

Governor’), etc.

3. Massoud often — but not always — uses ‘we’, the first-person plural, out o

politeness, so as to avoid the boastful and egotistical ‘I’ first-person singular



This is in accord with standards of modesty and courtesy in the Persian-speakiny
world, i.e. it is not at all the grandiloquent ‘royal we’ witnessed in English
however, it occasionally makes it difficult to decide whether Massoud has mad:
a decision or come to a conclusion unilaterally or through a process o
consensus-building and council meetings, as in the Islamic shura and Pashtu
tribal jirga, which was also one of his strengths as a leader. I have, in translating
tried to remain faithful to the use of the first-person plural, even though I suspec

in many cases the first-person singular is meant: caveat lector!
S

4. On the Panjsher dialect, at least as far as transcribed by General Wadud: thert
seems to be equivalence/overlap between ‘I’ and ‘r’, which gives the confusin
reading ‘Krashnakov’ for the rifle Kalashnikov, as between Persian ‘talkh’ anc

tPushtu ‘trikh’ (‘bitter’). Likewise, between ‘s’ and ‘sh’ and between ‘j’ and ‘ch’

Tas evident in local names such as Chamalwarda, Karbashi, etc. Syntax i

foccasionally inelegant to the point of ambiguity or near-incomprehensibilit
(e.g. labyrinthine ‘ezafa’ constructions, elisions, confusion of grammatical tense
person, idiosyncratic use of historic present in reported speech, etc.), and is onl

Tto be resolved with repeated reading aloud in an attempt to hear the particula

»‘yoice’. Obviously, Massoud writes more or less as he speaks, which in the mor:

Lcontinuous passages of description and direct observation (e.g. his moments o
’self—doubt, the ambush at Pushghur, the death of Haji, the rocket attacks, and ths
’escape of the de-mining officer prisoners) can have a wonderful liveliness; ther:

lare occasional echoes of literary style as well. Much, however, is militar

telegraphese: extremely abbreviated, opaque to the non-specialist (e.g. lists o

Russian military hardware). As always in translation, familiarity with context i

fhore than half the battle.



35. Afghan months are as in our astrological charts, i.e. the old Babyloniai
;calendar, applied to solar months as opposed to the Islamic lunar months, thi

eday being deemed to start the previous evening at sunset.
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day being deemed to start the previous evening at sunset.



Prologue

The two friends slipped easily into a familiar routine. Ahmad Shah Massoud

the legendary Afghan guerrilla commander, was sitting down for an interviev
with two Arab ‘journalists’, and his best friend and frequent interpreter, Masoo«
Khalili, leaned in towards him to translate his answers. They were so close tha
their shoulders were touching.

It was mid-morning on Sunday, 9 September 2001 in Khoja Bahauddin
Massoud’s northern base on the bank of the Amu Darya, the classical Oxu
River, which marks the northern boundary of Afghanistan: a fitting place fo
martyrdom.

Several people were in the room. Asim Suhail, Massoud’s press secretary, wa
present, and Fahim Dashty, an Afghan reporter, appeared at the back with |
small camera. Massoud asked his intelligence chief, Engineer Aref,! to go dowi
to the ground floor to monitor the satellite telephone. Aref left the room
followed by Jamshid, Massoud’s cousin and close aide.

The ‘reporter’ read out his questions; the ‘cameraman’, having placed thi
camera very close to Massoud, had moved some distance away.

The questions were odd and the camera too close, but Massoud said, ‘Let’.

begin.” As Khalili turned to translate the first question, he saw a blue flasl



,

v

streaking towards them.

A powerful blast shattered the morning, engulfing the room in fire, changiny
the history of Afghanistan and the world.

Guards rushed to the room. They found Massoud barely alive. He urged then
to look first to Khalili. Suhail was dead; Dashty was badly burned. Th
‘interviewer’ was torn apart by explosives that had been strapped round hi
waist.

The ‘cameraman’ leaped out of the window and tried to escape. The guard

chased him to the river and shot him as he waded up to his waist in the water.
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The British ‘Find’ Massoud

Christmas 1979 was memorable for all the wrong sorts of reasons, at least fo

the leaders of the United States and Great Britain in particular. While Margare
Thatcher, the British prime minister, her United States counterpart, Presiden
Jimmy Carter, and their respective families were preparing to celebrate |
convivial Christmas — one at Chequers, near London, and the other at Cam]
David in the Appalachian Mountains near Washington — the Politburo i
Moscow was putting the finishing touches to its top-secret plans to invad
Afghanistan and remove from power the brutal and erratic communist primi
minister, Hafizullah Amin. Moscow had been debating whether and how to ge
rid of the increasingly unpopular Amin for several weeks, and any doubts it ma
have had were dispelled by news from Kabul that he had just had the president
Nur Mohammad Taraki, murdered — suffocated by his own guards.!

The Soviet president, Leonid Brezhnev, was especially angry, haviny
promised to protect Taraki. “‘What a bastard, that Amin, to murder the man witl
whom he made the revolution,” he told his colleagues in the Kremlin.>? KGF
head Yuri Andropov, ‘mortified’ by his department’s failure to keep control o

events, was equally determined to get rid of Amin and install a more manageabl



leader. With its influence in Kabul now almost zero, and popular unrest i
Afghanistan growing, the Soviet leadership turned increasingly to the idea o
using force. In fact, Amin had appealed repeatedly to the Kremlin to send troop
to Afghanistan to help him keep control of the country. Brezhnev had alway:
refused. Now he saw the request as a perfect opportunity.

The crucial meeting of the Politburo took place on 12 December. Andropo
claimed that Amin was increasingly in contact with the CIA — he had studied i
America — and warned that if he were to shift his foreign policy towards thi
West, it could have serious implications for the Soviet Union. Finally, th
rmeeting decided unanimously to send in the troops.®> Amin seemed to b

‘toblivious to what was coming.

The Russians invaded on 25 December, Christmas Day, stormed Amin’
| palace, and killed him. The invasion came as a shock to the leaders of the West
aparticularly to President Carter, who, despite having seen satellite images of thi
')Soviet military build-up, which the CIA provided in abundance, apparently dic

1

‘not believe the Russians would actually take the plunge. On 28 December, hi
2

rang Thatcher. ‘We discussed at length what the Soviets were doing i1
2

‘tAfghanistan,’ she wrote in her memoirs, ‘and what our reaction should be. Wha
‘had happened was a bitter blow to him.’* She was less surprised than Carter
_Vbeing more sceptical of Russian intentions. ‘From now on,” she added, ‘th
“whole tone of international affairs began to change, and for the better. Hard
jheaded realism and strong defence became the order of the day. The Soviets hac

>
made a fatal miscalculation: they had prepared the way for the renaissance o
1

gAmerica under Ronald Reagan.’

5

Soon after the invasion, Gerry Warner,” the newly appointed Far Eas

controller of Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service (SIS, better known as MI6)
e

was briefing one of his brightest young officers about a mission which was



1direct result of the Soviet invasion, and about the long conversation betweel
fThatcher and Carter. During that conversation, they had jointly agreed the
swould give the Afghans all the help they could against the Russians — short o
sgoing to war. Warner’s briefing concluded with what has become a famousl
worded assignment: ‘I want you to go and find Napoleon when he is still a1
vartillery officer.’®

1 ‘Why Napoleon?’ I asked Warner later.

e ‘Because he was a colonel of artillery who became Emperor of France,” hi
ereplied. “That was the sort of person we were looking for.’”

e And they found him, as we shall see.

So, the ‘very, very able and intelligent chap’, as Warner described hi

semissary, an ex-soldier in receipt of what might have been considered a very tal
,order, packed his bags and set out soon afterwards for Islamabad, the garden-cit;
ecapital of Pakistan, designed by Greek architects, where MI6 had an office in tht
1British High Commission (as the embassy is known, since Pakistan is part of thy
eBritish Commonwealth). After listening to the advice of his colleagues there, hi
adrove up the Grand Trunk Road — a relic of the days of the Raj — to Peshawar
tthe capital of what was still known as the North-West Frontier Province (and i
vnow Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province), the stepping stone to the Khyber Pass anc
eAfghanistan.
- Peshawar was the sort of place where, not very far from the old- fashioned
ldown-at-heel, very British Dean’s Hotel, he might have seen — as I did one day -
fAfghan horsemen in turbans trotting across a bridge into the main bazaar. The
made me think of Kipling, his love affair with the tribal culture of the frontier
tand that great epic poem, ‘The Ballad of East and West’.

, Peshawar was also the centre of the fledgling Afghan resistance movement

5

aThis was the place to put your ear to the ground. This ‘our chap’ did, ending uj



awith a name which would become world famous: Ahmad Shah Massoud,
ydynamic young Afghan mujahideen® commander who was already making
fname for himself fighting the Russians. The word ‘massoud’ — also spelle
y‘masood’ or ‘masud’ — means ‘lucky’ in Persian; Commander Massoud, as ht
1became, was to be almost unbelievably lucky until one day, in September 2001
his luck ran out. But that was still a long way away in the future.

The MIG6 officer from London returned in due course and reported back to hi
esuperiors. “We realised three things,” Warner said. ‘First of all, the American
and the Pakistanis were in complete control of all the people in the south o
Afghanistan, who on the whole were more extreme Muslims — Islamists.”® H
swas referring to the warlike Pashtun clans, such as the Hagqanis, who livec
Imainly in the south of Afghanistan, made up about 40 per cent of the population
yand were also a substantial minority in Pakistan. There are about five millioi
ePashtuns in Afghanistan and ten million in Pakistan, a consequence of thy
eredrawing in 1893 of the Afghan—Indian (now Afghan—Pakistani) border, know1
eas the Durand Line, by the British civil servant Henry Durand and the Afghai
-ruler Amir Abdur Rahman.
s The second thing, Warner said, was that ‘the CIA were very sensibly banne«
1from going into Afghanistan themselves, because any direct conflict between thy
superpowers, in the shape of the CIA and the KGB, might well have had seriou
,repercussions. The third thing and the most important, really, was that we hac
-heard of this chap up in the Panjsher’ — Ahmad Shah Massoud. Unlike the CIA
yMI6 did not have a blanket ban on entering Afghanistan but, ‘as with all ou
,operations, we sought political clearance on each individual operation. The CI/
could not get to Massoud in the Panjsher. We could, and by so doing could mak
.an important and distinctive contribution to the overall support of th

ymujahideen.’°



a But first, the MI6 officer sent to Pakistan to find an ‘Afghan Napoleon’ had t
abe sure he had the right man. To gauge how the war was going, the Britisl
dtracked Russian internal communications through their secret listening station
ethe Government Communications Headquarters (GCHQ), presumably pickiny
,up accounts of battles. ‘This man stuck out to me as somebody who wa
prepared to do things and get on with it and so — I suppose you could say —
sselected him,” the MI6 officer said. The aim was ‘to make things as blood:
sdifficult for the Soviets as we could and support what we thought was the righ
fsort of person to do it.’'' The British noted that Massoud had establishe
eterritorial control of the Panjsher Valley, pushed government troops out of mucl
1of the valley, and occasionally sent units to hit Russian forces beyond. Warne
,agreed with his emissary: ‘Massoud’s quality impressed the first people who me
1him straightaway,’ and he noted that Massoud, for his part, was ‘quick to realis:
ethat this was an opportunity’ and that ‘the sort of help we were prepared to offe
awas in fact very worthwhile.’

1 With what seem higher moral principles than were often displayed in the Colc
War, Warner decided to cross the border into Afghanistan to satisfy himself tha
ithe Afghans ‘knew what they were getting into’. A small jirga, a tribal assembly
ewas arranged in a school, presumably in the border area — he could no
sremember where:

1

Maybe half a hundred Afghans [including] three or four with long white beards, sat in a dusty
schoolyard. I said I had come because I wanted to tell them that if they wished [to have] our help we
were prepared to give it, but I wanted to be sure they understood that, if we did give them our help,
I' they would be able to fight longer, but that would mean that more of their young men would be
\ killed. And I did not believe they would be able to beat the Soviets, or that the Soviets would leave.
This was early 1980. So, there was a bit of muttering, and the oldest and wisest of the group said:
B ‘Please tell this gentleman that we will be grateful for his help, but we are not asking for it. If he
wishes to give it to us, that is fine, and you may also tell him that the Russkis, the Soviets, will leave
Afghanistan within ten years.’
Not that bad, since they left in nine! But I wanted to make quite sure that I was not doing an



‘America in Vietnam’ and encouraging people to fight who didn’t want to fight. So, our consciences,
as far as that was concerned, were clear. And then of course it was what our chap would have said to

1 Massoud when he went to the Panjsher.12
L)

sThen, having decided Massoud was their man:

S [MI6 decided] what we were going to do, and how we were going to sell this to everybody else, and
I worked out a plan, which was really to go and find out from him what he needed and what help we
could give. We put this proposal to the foreign secretary, Lord Carrington, and Mrs Thatcher. They

y approved, with the caveat that we should not offer to provide arms. >

—

MI6’s next step, with the Foreign Office’s approval, was to send in a smal

j=n

]team to meet Massoud. ‘It went really well, and subsequently we gave Massou
rreally important help — communications, short-range wireless and some long
[Jange wireless. We never gave him any lethal equipment. We did bring out som
eof his leading people for training, both in a Gulf country and in Britain.’'* Som
1Fof this training took place in country houses with cooperative and discree
owners. In other cases, the trainees were housed in old army camps.
1 The British realised they could not make the kind of contribution in financia
terms the Americans were already making, Warner said, ‘but we could make

t
_difference with somebody who was isolated, out on his own, far away, anc

5

| twhom we thought we could help.” As the junior partner, MI6 had to coordinat:

with the CIA, which was already deeply involved in supporting the Afghai
mujahideen and had the money. Ironically, while the CIA — which was heavily
influenced by Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence agency (ISI) — always hac
reservations about Massoud, the Russians, including some very senior officer
like General Valentin Varennikov, a veteran of Stalingrad, saw him as a cul
figure. General Ter-Grigoryants, who fought against Massoud, also called him °

very worthy opponent and a highly competent organiser of military operations’:

His opportunities for securing weapons and ammunition were extremely limited, and his equipment



was distinctly inferior to that of the Soviet and [Afghan] government forces. But he was nevertheless
able to organise the defence of the Panjsher in a way which made it very difficult for us to break

through and to take control of the Valley.15

Despite American reservations about Massoud, however, the MI6 officer whe
‘found’ Massoud went to Washington and argued the case for him, he said, witl
a well-known CIA chief: ‘They eventually said, “OK. We’ll give you what yot
want, and we’ll support you on this, and you’ll have this as your territory, anc
we’ll do our own thing.” And, as we know, they went after [Gulbuddin

1Hekmatyar, God bless them, etc.’'® He smiled.
1
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Were We Nearly Shot?: Meeting Massoud

In the summer of 1982, three television colleagues and I trekked for twelve day.

with a mujahideen arms convoy over the mountains and across the scorchingl
hot plains of Afghanistan in search of the young Massoud, already known for hi
role in the resistance struggle against the Russians. To reach his stronghold i1
the Panjsher Valley, north-east of Kabul, we walked about 150 miles from ths
border through a largely deserted landscape, most of the inhabitants having flec
as refugees to neighbouring Pakistan. It was the third year of the bitter wa
between the mainly conscripted 80,000-strong Russian 40th Army and th
Afghan mujahideen — literally ‘holy warriors’ — who were said to be fighting th
Russians as bravely and determinedly as their forefathers had fought the Britisl
in three wars in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

For much of the time, as my small television team and I toiled over mountaii
passes and waded across fast-running rivers, we were shadowed by Sovie
reconnaissance Antonov aircraft buzzing like hornets overhead. Never very fa
away were rocket-armed Mi-24 ‘Crocodile’ helicopter gun-ships, instantl
recognisable by the menacing beat of their rotors, and the latest Soviet jets -

Sukhoi Su-27 fighter-bombers, NATO code name ‘Frogfoot’, which came at yo



faster than the speed of sound to drop their deadly cargo with a devastating roar.
Were they really tracking us in particular, or merely keeping an eye on jus
another mujahideen convoy moving through the mountains? Probably the latter
although if they had realised the convoy was intended for Massoud, whom the:
considered public enemy number one, it would probably have become a priorit
target. Yet we were bombed only once or twice on the way in, rather desultorily
causing little damage. But later — once we were in the valley and the Russiai
offensive known as Panjsher VI had started — it was a different story: th
bombing became frequent, heavy, and, on several occasions, alarmingly close.
s We had started out from Peshawar, crossing the border at a village callec
' Terri-Mangal — named after the two tribes who lived there — and walked nortl
through the empty villages of Ningrahar Province, their inhabitants driven out b

S

Soviet bombing and ground attacks. Only a few old men had stayed on to lool
1

“after their property, mainly livestock and houses. In the two and a half year
2
jsince the Soviets invaded Afghanistan in December 1979, between four and fivi

million Afghans — men, women, and children — had fled their homes, most tc
r

seek safety in the refugee camps of Pakistan.
2

The narrow gorge that forms the entrance to the Panjsher Valley, renownes
B

for its beauty, lies 64 miles north-east of Kabul by road.! But the arms convoy.
1

“went cross-country, which meant we had to do the journey on horseback or o1
foot, and for some not-easily-explicable reason, the producer Nigel Ryan and
1chose to walk, although both of us could ride. It turned out to be a ven
punishing twelve days.

-r We eventually arrived at the top of the Darra, the main side valley of thi
yPanjsher, on the eleventh day of our journey. The last mile or two wer
;particularly exhausting, I remember. It was getting dark and it was hard to se:

the path on the last steep slope leading down to the village of Abdullah Khel. A



one point, I tripped and fell, and got up in a rage, cursing, ‘This is ridiculous
twe’re going to break a leg at this rate. I’m going to stop here for the night and g
won in the morning.’
y Our guide, Gul Bas, a normally easy-going individual, came striding up tht
yslope to deal with this latest rebellion. He and I argued for several minutes, I i1
,monosyllabic pidgin, until, in a fury, he flung his torch on the ground anc
1stomped off down the hill, venting his anger in Persian. Finally, after mor
eargument among our group, I was persuaded to follow him down the hill in the
gathering gloom to the village, which turned out to be not very far away. Onc
1there, Gul Bas promptly disappeared — glad to be rid of us at last, no doubt — anc
awe were taken to a large house where we were to spend the night. It was onl
yyears later that an Afghan friend said to me, ‘I was surprised when I read you
<book that you didn’t mention that you were nearly shot by the local guart
scommander.’?
e ‘Nearly shot?’ I thought at first he was joking. Then I realised he was serious
>‘What on earth do you mean, Mehrabodin?’

‘Don’t you know the story?’ asked Mehrabodin Masstan, a young medica
lassistant who interpreted for the French volunteer doctors and spoke excellen
sEnglish as well as French.

1 ‘What story?’

I “Well, when you arrived that night, the local guard commander thought yor
ywere Spetsnaz [Russian special forces]. There were rumours that the Spetsna:
were going to attack the village, and when he saw you he was convinced yot
ewere the Spetsnaz. You were obviously not Afghans, and he thought you lookec
elike shurawi [Russians].’

e Mehrabodin explained that the commander laid an ambush and gave orders tc

this men to open fire as soon as we entered the village, but changed his mind a



;the last minute. He had decided that we must be the advance party and that, if hi
omen opened fire on us, the rest of the Spetsnaz would follow and kill him anc
the rest of the people in the village. So, he called off the ambush.
e ‘Later,” Mehrabodin said, ‘when he saw you having tea with the mali
1[headman] and the elders, he went up to them and said, “Why are yot
lentertaining these shurawi?” “What shurawi?” the malik asked. “What are yot
etalking about? They aren’t shurawi; they’re Western friends who’ve come tc
ehelp us in the jihad.” The commander got quite a shock, I can tell you.’
e Mehrabodin burst out laughing. He thought it was a tremendous joke. I havt
loften wondered if his story was true. It was a chilling thought that we might havt
ybeen shot dead before we had even started.
r The next day, we got up early, had a cup of tea and some nan (unleavene
lbread), and started walking down the valley on the last lap of our journey. It wa
a beautiful day, gloriously sunny, the temperature perfect for walking. Thi
.landscape had a simplicity and innocence that reminded me of the Swiss Alps
ripening cornfields neatly terraced between high stone walls, and lush greei
Imeadows framed between towering mountains that stretched away in front of us
tThe path led us along a fast-running stream, part of the elaborate irrigatioi
system based on the Panjsher River which supplies the entire valley and whicl
the Russians did their best to destroy. The irrigation channels run for mile afte
amile, usually high above the river from which they initially draw their water, anc
zoften on both sides of the valley. They are a masterpiece of simple engineering
1giving the valley an almost geometrical structure, as well as a philosophica
1dimension of man taming nature.

Even here, in the side valley of the Darra, they had built a miniature system o
sirrigation channels. We walked down one of the channels for a good hour or so

tthe crystal-clear water sparkling in the sunshine and flanked by a long line o



sbeautiful tall blue chicory flowers. It was thirty years since I had studied Germai
lat university, but for some reason — the rhythm of the walk, the beauty of ou
surroundings, the peace the valley exuded that morning, and above all th
kexquisite colour of the blue flowers — that morning brought to mind a forgottei
iphrase, die Blaue Blume, the ‘blue flower’ of the German Romantics, of Goethe
1Heine, and their contemporaries. Why exactly the German Romantics hac
ychosen die Blaue Blume as their emblem I could not quite remember. But I dic
decide that the blue flowers of the Darra — and I don’t think I ever saw them i
esuch profusion anywhere else in Afghanistan — were the ‘blue flower’ of thi
eAfghan resistance.

The thought of Goethe reminded me of his early love poems, of “Willkomme
1und Abschied’ (“‘Welcome and Farewell’), which describes the excitement of .
syoung and innocent love affair, the hero’s impatience to see his beloves
edramatically expressed in the phrase ‘geschwind zu Pferde ’ (‘quickly to horse’
:as he gallops off to see her. Then there is Goethe’s enchanting ballac
1‘Heidenrdslein’ (‘Rosebud on the Heath’), set to music by another grea
.Romantic, Franz Schubert, and sung hauntingly by the late great lieder specialis
1Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau, with the rise ‘Réslein, Réslein, Roslein rot’ (‘rosebud
wrosebud, rosebud red’) and then the dying fall ‘Réslein auf der Heiden
r(‘rosebud on the heath’). All of that went through my mind as we strode alon;
1the irrigation channel, the water gurgling pleasantly in our ears.

, After leaving the channel, we walked for three or four hours beside the rive
luntil, by late afternoon, we reached a village called Tambonnah near the botton
of the Darra, just before it joins the Panjsher. There we were directed to a farm
fwhich belonged to a couple of brothers who had been part of our convoy. The
,spoke some German, wore leather jackets that they must have acquired in th

fWest, and, like so many young Panjsheris, had been drawn back to the hom



wvalley by the magnetic personality of Ahmad Shah Massoud, the ‘youny
rLochinvar’ of his day. It was here, we had been told, that we would mee
eMassoud, either that evening or the following morning. In the meantime, wt
awere led past the big farmhouse to the edge of a field where, in the shade of «
vhuge mulberry tree, carpets and cushions had been spread. We sat dowi
1gratefully and were offered — with that never-failing Afghan hospitality whicl
Iseems to prevail even when the country is at war — chai sabz, sweet green tea
awhich I always found the ultimate elixir. We had been walking all day and wert
ehungry, thirsty, and tired. Afghans can walk all day — and night if necessary -
and show no sign of tiredness, but this was beyond us — beyond me, at any rate.

1sank back on my cushion and drank the green tea, thinking that if this was no
aheaven, it was the next best thing: bliss.

1 After prayers, oil lamps were lit and a simple supper served. There was n¢
)sign of Massoud, so at about 10 p.m. we unrolled our sleeping bags an
Istretched out with the sound of the river in our ears, gazing up at the stars, golc
tdust against a black velvet sky. This was always the moment of the day

tsavoured most, especially after a long hike.

, The next morning at 7:30 a.m., as we sat waiting for our tea, there was a stir i1
’the trees behind us, downriver, and I turned to see a small group of mel
zapproaching in single file. They were led by a youngish man, slightly built anc
hawk-faced, his pukul (a flat Chitrali cap) tilted well back on his head, and

rrealised with a sense of real excitement that this must be Massoud, the man wi
1had crossed half the world to meet. He was dressed in what looked like
,Russian khaki tunic and trousers, and Russian army boots. He walked easily bu
ypurposefully, leaning forward slightly as he breasted the slope, his mei
efollowing him with the same relaxed gait. There was no bodyguard, no obviou

esecurity. We were, of course, in the middle of the Panjsher Valley, with it



stradition of defying all intruders.

t ‘Then he was among us,” I wrote at the time, ‘and everyone was standiny
ealmost at attention, as deferential as Afghans can ever be, and I was aware of a1
aaura, a mystique that seemed to set him apart. As I shook his hand, I noticec
1above all his eyes, quick and intelligent.’> He was fine looking, with aquilin
:features and the face, I thought, of a thinker, but, as we discovered later, he wa
,a man of action as well. Above all, he had an air of authority and maturit
eremarkable in a man of only twenty-eight.

- We were all about to sit down when a Russian jet whined ominousl
Ioverhead, and immediately Massoud and his entourage walked towards thi
thouse, with the brothers signalling to us to follow. We all crowded into a high
ceilinged, carpeted room and sat in a big circle within the dirty whitewashe
dwalls, which were decorated with postcards of Mecca. Tea was brought with ho
loiled nan — the first time we had eaten the rather dull unleavened bread cookex
llike this — and it was surprisingly good. Someone brought Massoud a small tra
Iwith a cup and a separate pot of ‘milk tea’, which is served already mixed anc
considered something of a delicacy. We also drank it that day, as Massoud’.
1guests. Sitting cross-legged in the corner, sipping his tea, Massoud rapidly read «
1sheaf of letters and messages and, equally swiftly, wrote replies.

1 Afterwards, as he talked to the brothers and other locals, he struck me as beiny
Ia good listener. I guessed this was how he received the bulk of his information -
eby letter and word of mouth. At the end of each conversation, he would say
afew decisive words, as if he were passing on his instructions. We were watchin
tMassoud acting as his own chief of staff, receiving intelligence and issuiny
1orders so that everyone in authority knew what was expected of them
sThroughout, sipping his milk tea, reading, writing, and issuing instructions, ht

sremained calm and collected, although he knew, even if we did not — yet — that «



new major Russian offensive, Panjsher VI, was already underway; the sky woulc
3soon be full of helicopters and jets bombarding the Panjsher’s villages anc
rhamlets, providing cover for dozens of T-54 tanks, armoured personnel carrier
1(BTRs), and eventually thousands of Soviet infantry, rampaging up the valle
eand shooting everything in sight.
s In that big room, packed with close to a hundred Panjsheris, all mujahideen tc
ya man, who in the past two and a half years had experienced five major Russiai
attacks — what the Americans in Vietnam called ‘Search and Destroy’ operation
y— there was no sign of alarm or fear. Massoud’s coolness and lack of fuss wa
eimpressive. He generated calm and confidence despite the odds, it seemed to me
-People would come to speak to him, stooping down deferentially to address him
1He would give his answer briefly, crisply, and then go back to his writing. Hi
tstruck me, on the admittedly brief evidence of that morning, as being cool anc
lefficient, his manner low-key: there was no drama, no histrionics, and he wa
yvery much in charge. I concluded my account at the time like this:
1

g room ... I thought: this is how Tito and his Partisans must have looked in the 1940s. But, leaving

As I sat watching Massoud and his mujahideen squatting on the dusty carpets in this big cheerless

aside the fact that Tito was a Communist, was Massoud another Tito? It was too early yet to say, but

A he had a tautness about him, and, one felt, an integrity that was impressive. He looked an honest as

well as an intelligent man.*

U

At the end of the meeting, someone came and told us Massoud wanted to tall
"to us, and they led us to a small room off the main hall. A few minutes later, h
came in alone, shook hands with each of us in turn, and invited us to sit down
>There were no chairs, only — as in most Afghan houses — a carpet on the floo
>and cushions along the walls, so we sat on the floor, a habit with which wi
“would all become very familiar. I never found it the easiest of positions, being

“much less supple than the Afghans, who sit on the floor from childhood. First h
a



Ispoke to Jean-José Puig, smiling and friendly, and then he turned to us.”

1 Nigel Ryan (the producer) and I had discussed our plan of attack, and he ha
surged me to make as strong a case as possible, since we were not sure how wel
yMassoud had been briefed about us, and it was vital to get prompt action on th
equipment. So, I immediately launched into my carefully rehearsed speech
>‘Commandant Massoud,” I began in French, ‘we have come to make a majo
10one-hour documentary for British television about the resistance to the Russian

sin the Panjsher and your role as its leader.” I added, rather pompously, ‘It’s i

sbig-budget film; it will take three months to make and will be shown to million

.of people in Britain — and, we hope, in the rest of the world.” We wanted, I wen

.on, to film the mujahideen in action, and to record a long interview with him i1

ePersian, so that he could express himself as freely as possible, and have i

ltranslated when we got back to London.

s He listened attentively, nodding approval to everything except the request t
follow him around, filming him, saying that it would be difficult because h
moved all the time and it would be hard for us to keep up. This was
disappointment, since the strength of a documentary very often comes from fly
on-the-wall material, but he said it in such a way that I felt we would get more o
less what we wanted — which, in fact, we did. I went on to stress how importan

(it was that the camera equipment, which had got held up because of th

ebombing, should be brought in as quickly as possible, so that we could star

L.filming immediately. To this, Massoud replied that he had already given order

1Ffor it to be portered in.

He then turned to the military situation. He was a first-class briefer, as wi

,were to learn, and unlike most Afghans he was nearly always accurate when i

;came to figures. There were, he said, 12,000 Russian and Afghan army troops i1

Rokha, the main village in the valley, 20-odd miles down-river. Despite thi



minefields round their positions, he could easily have driven them out, hi
Iclaimed, but for one thing. He leaned forward to give emphasis to his words. *
lhave information from a very sure source in Kabul that the Russians are going t
elaunch a major ground attack within a week.” We were to discover that Massouc
.had exceptionally good intelligence sources in the Afghan Ministry of Defenc:
rin Kabul and in the Afghan army, which enabled him to be always one ste]
sahead.®

a  Although we had heard rumours of another possible offensive, his words cami
sas a shock. There had already been five major attacks on the Panjsher Valle
tsince the Soviet invasion in 1979, following the conventional pattern of spriny
1and autumn offensives: two in 1980, two in 1981, and one so far in 1982
tPanjsher V. This would be Panjsher VI, and although I was excited by the filn
possibilities it might offer, I had to admit to some apprehension about being o1
dthe receiving end of a Russian offensive.

e ‘Because of this, we have to conserve our ammunition,” Massoud went on, ‘st
awe are not going to attack Rokha [the location of the Russian base] now. We’vi
-also heard that the Russians are sending in 1,200 more men as reinforcements t
rRokha, but the mujahideen near Kabul have sent us messages saying they wil
tnot let them pass.’

e I wondered privately if this was wishful thinking on the part of the Kabu
tmujahideen, but made no comment. We asked him about the Russial
sdispositions at Rokha. He said, ‘The government positions are always the same
First they have mines, then Afghan troops, then Russians behind to stop th
eAfghans running away. Without the Russians behind them, the Afghan arm
twouldn’t fight.” Massoud permitted himself a hint of a smile. He departed sooi
1afterwards and did not reappear with his small party of about twenty men unti

ethe light was beginning to fade on the mountains and it was time for prayer



eThey spread their pattus — light blankets which the mujahideen were neve
Iwithout — on the ground in two lines, kneeling in the stubble of the recentl
bharvested wheat field, their weapons by their side, facing towards Mecca.

1 Led by a young mullah who himself looked like a mujahid, they went througl
ethe simple ritual of the evening prayer. I wrote in my diary, ‘They made
moving and impressive sight, bowing their foreheads to the ground in unison, the
purple mountains behind, the air cool, the river loud in the background.” The
ewere all young men in their twenties or thirties except for two: a big barrel
ychested man, Haji Saaduddin, who was nearly always at Massoud’s side carryin
za briefcase, in which I later discovered he kept the campaign money; and a rathe
:dour man, Tajuddin, who I thought at the time bore a startling resemblance t
1Asterix the Gaul. He, too, was nearly always with Massoud, playing a key rol
1as his man Friday and later, to everyone’s surprise, as his father-in-law.

We again had supper a la belle étoile, on carpets from the brothers’ house
bMassoud read and wrote letters, his profile etched sharply in the lamplight
eAfterwards he sat slightly apart and talked at length to one man, keeping hi
yvoice low and private in a manner that Afghans, used to being nearly alway
Isurrounded by other people, have made something of an art form. I have no ide:

what Massoud was saying, but I imagine he was discussing the coming offensivi
land giving the local commander — which is what I took the other man to be — hi
anstructions.

Finally, he drew Puig aside for a private word while we waited, a trifl
eanxiously, to hear our fate. Puig was back in five minutes, pattu draped acros
yhis shoulder like a Roman senator’s toga, to announce that we were all going b:
1jeep — cries of delight — to a nearby village called Sangana, where we woulc
lhave a ‘hot wash’ and spend the night. “Tomorrow,” Puig continued, ‘you -

~Sandy — Nigel, Charles, and Tom, and also Tony, will go up the valley t



rKhenj.” He and Jean-Philippe, the Aide Meédicale Internationale voluntee
ydoctor, were staying behind at Massoud’s request to discuss the possibility o
building a hospital in the valley. I asked Puig to remind Massoud to have ou
1camera equipment brought in as soon as possible — he assured me he had alread:
areminded him and would do so again. ‘He has already given orders to bring i
ehere,” he added.”
y The jeep turned out to be a war trophy, captured during Panjsher V earlier i1
-the year when the mujahideen had shot its two Russian occupants dead, leavin;
3two neat bullet holes in the star-chipped but otherwise intact windscreen. Wi
rhad to push-start it, but otherwise it bore us in style the few miles down thi
OPanjsher’s one and only road, which ran between the foot of the mountains o1
eour right and the brawling river. Sangana, completely in darkness when wi
arrived, was — as we saw next day — a pretty village shrouded in trees, which ths
.Russians would later cut down. Nigel and I were taken to a house which had twt
.very special attributes: the opportunities to have what were called a ‘hot wash
sand a ‘long drop’. For the hot wash, you stood naked on a raised mud floor anc
spoured warm water over yourself from a large tin — the first proper wash we hac
ahad since leaving Dean’s Hotel a fortnight before; the other ‘mod con’, the lon
edrop, was merely a hole in the floor over which you squatted to relieve yoursel
sas best as you could. I remember another occasion when a friend lost his glasse
down a different long drop and wondered if the glasses would ever reappear, o1
ethe principle that things lost in a glacier eventually resurface. We neve
sdiscovered the answer.
y
1



Khenj.” He and Jean-Philippe, the Aide Médicale Internationale volunteer
doctor, were staying behind at Massoud’s request to discuss the possibility of
building a hospital in the valley. I asked Puig to remind Massoud to have our
camera equipment brought in as soon as possible — he assured me he had already
reminded him and would do so again. ‘He has already given orders to bring it
here,” he added.”

The jeep turned out to be a war trophy, captured during Panjsher V earlier in
the year when the mujahideen had shot its two Russian occupants dead, leaving
two neat bullet holes in the star-chipped but otherwise intact windscreen. We
had to push-start it, but otherwise it bore us in style the few miles down the
Panjsher’s one and only road, which ran between the foot of the mountains on
our right and the brawling river. Sangana, completely in darkness when we
arrived, was — as we saw next day — a pretty village shrouded in trees, which the
Russians would later cut down. Nigel and I were taken to a house which had two
very special attributes: the opportunities to have what were called a ‘hot wash’
and a ‘long drop’. For the hot wash, you stood naked on a raised mud floor and
poured warm water over yourself from a large tin — the first proper wash we had
had since leaving Dean’s Hotel a fortnight before; the other ‘mod con’, the long
drop, was merely a hole in the floor over which you squatted to relieve yourself
as best as you could. I remember another occasion when a friend lost his glasses
down a different long drop and wondered if the glasses would ever reappear, on
the principle that things lost in a glacier eventually resurface. We never

discovered the answer.



The Boy Who Loved Playing Soldiers

Ahmad Shah Massoud was born at the beginning of September 1953 in th

tiny village of Jangalak on the Panjsher River, 60-odd miles north-east o
Kabul.! His family was relatively well-to-do and owned a large house with a
imposing archway overlooking the Panjsher, often said to be the most beautifu
river in Afghanistan, with mountains both in front and behind. He studie«
architecture at Kabul Polytechnic Institute (now called Kabul Polytechni
University), and later built his own house halfway up the mountainside abowv:
the old house, with a swimming pool, a big garden, and a circular library witl
stunning views for his large collection of classical Persian poetry.

Massoud was the second son of Dost Mohammad, a colonel in the Roya
Afghan Army, and his modern-minded wife, Bibi Khorshaid, who taught hersel
to read and write when she was middle aged and who wanted education for he
daughters as well as her sons. He was named after the famous young Afghai
cavalry officer who commanded the bodyguard of Nadir Shah, the Persia
emperor. In 1747, when Nadir Shah was assassinated, the young officer, Ahmac
Shah, escaped to Kandahar with his 4,000 cavalrymen®? and the priceles

diamond the Koh-i-Noor, Mountain of Light,® which the emperor wore on hi



sleeve; Ahmad Shah was also in charge of the treasury. Later he was electe
head of all the Pashtun tribes, and became the first ruler of Afghanistan.

Massoud’s father was posted to various commands during his career and, a
was the custom, took his family with him. One posting was to Herat, the famou
ancient city near the western border with Iran, under whose massive citade
walls both Genghis Khan and Tamerlane fought their battles. It is also famou
for its once-magnificent Musalla Complex, built by Queen Gawhar Shad — wifi
of Shah Rukh, who was the son of Tamerlane — and described by the trave
writer Robert Byron as ‘the most beautiful example in colour in architecture eve
devised by man to the glory of his God and himself’.# Only six of the origina
fIninarets remain. According to the American historian Nancy Dupree, most o
them were deliberately destroyed in 1885 ‘under the direction of British troops
“and on the orders of the king, who feared a Russian attack and wanted ‘a clea
field of fire’.”

The Russian attack never materialised, but by then it was too late, Dupre

C

wrote, and ‘these great works of art were irretrievably lost’. Today, after decade
2

of neglect, Afghan archaeologists are excavating the ruins and discovering
1

»fragments of glazed tile panels that bear witness to the splendour of th

—_— d

-

1Inausoleums, according to the South African architect Jolyon Leslie, but thi
fIninarets remain in a parlous condition.

The young Massoud went to primary school in Herat. Later, when his fathe
was posted back to Kabul, he was sent to arguably the best school i1
]Afghanistan, the famous Lycée Esteqlal (‘Independence high School’), a French
;Afghan Eton — although it is government-funded, not fee-charging — where h
learned French. At the age of sixteen, the biographer Michael Barry wrote, h
Salready had well-defined features, with a ‘noble, aquiline nose, his expressioi

S
thoughtful, serious, withdrawn — except when lit up by the famous smile, and hi



leyes sparkled’.® In photographs of Massoud as an adolescent, he is always — lik
his brothers and sisters — in the school uniform of the 1960s, first at primar
sschool and then at the lycée: white shirt and dark trousers, Western-style, anc
sjacket and tie for big occasions; and for his sisters, black skirt, black stockings
land a white scarf — although, before the end of the 1960s, ‘chic, upper-class girl
sdared to go out bare-headed and miniskirted on the Kabul University campus’.”
e From 1964 to 1971, as the son of an officer, Massoud moved in a circle tha
lcould not have been more contemporary and smart, as Barry wrote. Classes wer:
rtaught by French or Afghan tutors who themselves had been educated in France
land were conducted in three languages: Persian, Pashtu, and French. Massoud
flike all the other pupils, would learn to pronounce French correctly, even if hi
’vocabulary was too small for his own liking due to lack of practice. ‘Speak to mi
rin French, even if I reply in Persian,” he told a friend, the architect Heshma
Feroz, a few months before his death.® The lycée stood for ‘carefree friendship
eand ‘European sports’, Barry wrote. Later, Massoud would enjoy kicking a bal
saround with fellow mujahideen when they had some time off. Asked in thy
Jeighties and nineties which was the happiest period of his life, he alway:
eanswered, ‘the lycée’.?

e The French language, politically free of any colonial taint in Afghanistan, wa
for Massoud his apprenticeship to Western civilisation, which he absorbec
rthrough this French filter. He was passionately interested in the life, experiences
land writings of General de Gaulle: a premonition, perhaps, of his own spirit o
-resistance. In 2000 and 2001, Amer Saheb, known as ‘The Leader’ or ‘Th
eBoss’, demanded of all his Afghan friends who had lived in France -
eMehrabodin Masstan, Homayoun Tandar, Heshmat Feroz — minute details of thy
1governmental, diplomatic, administrative, and military systems of Paris. Thi

Syears 1964—71 were the decisive, intellectually formative years for ‘Frenchy



eMassoud — or ‘The Frenchman’ or “The Parisian’, as he was called by opponent
yfrom the conservative Islamist Gulbuddin Hekmatyar to the Taliban, in an effor
ito discredit him.

, Massoud never learned English, whence came, undoubtedly, the greate
ssympathy afforded him by French journalists, politicians, and humanitarian
compared with Anglophone correspondents and officials. The Americans wer
tparticularly cool towards Massoud, the most important resistance leader of thy
21980s and 1990s. When I first met Massoud, we spoke in French; we had nc
. alternative, having no interpreter. My French was reasonably good. I had studie«
,French at university and spent long holidays in France with a French family
sspeaking only French, much of the time with the energetic and loquacious peért
ede famille, who bred oysters, milled flour, shot pheasants, ran a restaurant, anc
tdrove me round Brittany in his car.

> Massoud was a brilliant pupil, hard-working and gifted at mathematics, bu
1highly strung, like most precocious adolescents. His friends remember him a
echarming, intense, secretive, mature for his age, serious. He had a passion fo
suniversal justice, an almost messianic altruism, which, according to Barry
tortured the young Massoud with ethical and political questions — as if it were yj
sto an adolescent, which he still was, to understand and then put to rights thy
qworld order, or at least that of his own country. Sport and chess: yes. Frivolou
,distractions: no.

f A formative experience for him as a teenager was the Six-Day War, in whicl
olsrael’s air force attacked Egypt in June 1967. The fourteen-year-old Massouc
_sat up with his father listening to news reports from the battlefields on the BBC’|
oPersian service and hearing the defiant statements of Egypt’s President Gama
aAbdel Nasser and other Arab leaders. His interest in the military campaigi

'became an obsession, and he would lecture his classmates on the dail



sdevelopments in the fighting during breaks. He later told researcher Pete
tDeNeufville that the Six-Day War had made him determined to be a soldier anc
had also been his first exposure to Islamic nationalism, and that it had beei
rprofoundly moving to hear the experiences of Jordanian soldiers fighting t
sdefend Jerusalem, and Egyptians and Syrians fighting to defend thei
ecountries. '

e Massoud devoured his schoolbooks and explained them to his friends. Tht
drevision classes in mathematics, physics, and chemistry which he gave for free tc
lall his classmates, in his parents’ villa behind the Cinema Bahaaristan, assuage«
,a thirst to share and to teach. But that was not enough to satisfy him. His fathe
ehad given him a taste for order and authority, an interest in things military, and
1sense of technical solutions, of rigour and discipline, of a practical and orderl
universe. He developed a strong sense of fairness.!!

t One day, his school friends discovered with amazement Massoud’s readines
sto stand up for the underdog. On the school bus that took pupils home from thy
rlycée, three big louts were bullying a frail, much younger boy. At the stop, thi
,young Massoud pushed his satchel of books into a friend’s hands and, with thre:
Jsingle punches — separate, precise, each delivered straight to the solar plexus liki
ebolts from a crossbow — laid the three bullies out cold on the pavement. When
sasked his brother, Ahmad Walij, if this was true, he simply looked at me anc
nodded silently, as if the memory of the event still dumbfounded him, but also a
1if to say “That was my brother’. Massoud was to repeat this feat later, when h
lknocked out a Russian tutor at Kabul Polytechnic Institute.

S Massoud acted as mentor and tutor to his brothers, especially Ahmad Wali
lthe youngest. Thirty years later, the instructions of his big brother still echo i
1Ahmad Wali’s memory: ‘Play sport, Ahmad Shah [Massoud] told me: taki

yexercise, work your muscles. Read, not too much, but in an organised, plannec



rway. Strengthen yourself spiritually, too. Meditate for half an hour, you
Iforehead resting on your fingertips; you’ll see, your relationship with othe
1people will change.” And when Ahmad Wali took it upon himself to master no
JFrench but English, Massoud advised him, ‘Do an hour’s cycling and repeat
reach time, fifty words of vocabulary.’!?

Massoud poured his worries into his faith, Barry relates. His friends and evel
ehis brothers and sisters were astonished at the strength of his piety, as strong a
dthe fervour of a traditional Panjsheri peasant. The practice of reading the Korai
lwas already declining among the young educated class; the social obligations o
rthis ritual made the braver spirits at the lycée impatient, Barry suggests. Thy
avery evident devoutness of Massoud irritated more than a few. At one evenin
yprayer meeting, rows of pupils were prostrating themselves behind the imam. I

the front row, Massoud was kneeling with his habitual zeal. A joker switched th:
slights off. Massoud’s forehead bumped into the priestly rear, making the cleri
eturn round, scandalised, and bark, “Who did that? Was that you?’ Jokes aside
eMassoud’s religiosity never struck me as particularly different to that of am
eother Afghan of his standing. He obviously lived as a good Muslim and left it a
ethat.

I In 1971, when he had passed his baccalauréat with flying colours at the ag
lof eighteen, Massoud took perhaps the key decision of his life. His Frencl
steachers urged him to apply for a scholarship in France, Barry wrote. Fellov
estudents with less impressive marks had already been successful. But Massouc
was not interested. There was so much to do at home; he was happy to be i
,Afghanistan. In his personal diary, Massoud describes finding his own way i1
1his final year at school. He recounts how he had struggled to grasp some subject
eat school and suffered psychologically when he did not succeed:

1

I must say I am lazy in body and soul, which is a bad habit, causing me to be indecisive, and I used to



give up quickly after only a weak try. It was in the twelfth class that I became a bit more self-reliant,
13

z and, by the mercy of God, my struggles ended happily and I became a different person.
t There developed a sort of family tug of war over his future. The younj
,Massoud apparently told his father he wanted to follow in his footsteps anc
asked him to put his name down for the military academy in Kabul. Strange as i
amay seem, however, both his father and his elder brother, Yahya, opposed thi
sidea. Massoud had excelled in science at the lycée and Yahya wanted him to be «
1scientist. His father, speaking from his own experience, one must conclude
fthought that the peripatetic life of a professional soldier was inimical to famil
elife; Yahya argued that there were more than enough members of the family i1
sthe armed forces already.!#

1 Looking back on that period of Massoud’s life, it was a strange decision. O1
ethe only occasion I met his father, long after he had retired and when he wa
cstaying with Yahya in Peshawar during the Soviet occupation, he regaled mu
wwith reminiscences of how, as a boy, Massoud loved playing soldiers. Hi
ydescribed how he marshalled his young friends into two little armies and devisec
tbattles for them to fight. His favourite set piece was an attack on a small hill nea
their house, with Massoud planning both the assault and the defence. Althougl
ethe old soldier told the story as a joke, laughing a lot, I could see how proud ht
awas of his son’s military flair and of the skill with which he orchestrated thy
vbattles and adjudged the winners afterwards.

1 However, and despite Massoud’s own wishes, it was finally decided that ht
awould enrol at Kabul Polytechnic Institute, the most recent and most prestigiou
1faculty of Kabul University. Founded in 1967, financed and run by the Soviets, i
staught engineering and architecture, the latter of which Massoud studied. Havin
been brought up in the French educational system, he was now exposed to thi

very different world of the Soviets. At the lycée, he was taught either by Frencl



masters or by Afghans who had been educated in France. At the Polytechnic, hi
was taught either by Soviet masters or by Afghans who had been educated in ths
3Soviet Union. But whereas at the lycée he had learned French, at the Polytechnit
lhe never learned or attempted to learn Russian. At the lycée he had been steepec
tin French culture, and now suddenly he was immersed in the very differen
eworld of Soviet ideas and ways of thinking. At the lycée, you might say, the rol
amodels were Napoleon and Voltaire, or de Gaulle and Rousseau, and at tht
 Polytechnic they were Marx and Lenin — and possibly Stalin.

y Kabul was also alive with growing strains of political Islam and anti
1communist nationalism. Inevitably, perhaps, given the political climate and hi
own intellectual curiosity, in his second year at the Polytechnic, in 1972
1Massoud became interested in politics. He expressed anger at communis
sstudents in his class who insulted Islam. He made friends with two other student
ethere of Islamist persuasion. One was Engineer Mohammad EsHaq, a fellov
ePanjsheri, the other Engineer Habibur Rahman. The latter was a member of thy
1Muslim Youth Organisation, which was affiliated with the Islamist religious
rpolitical party Jamiat-i-Islami (‘Islamic Society’) whose head, Burhanuddii
1Rabbani, was a professor of theology at Kabul University, also a Tajik, fron
eBadakhshan. Massoud became Rahman’s assistant and EsHaq was a clos:
efriend.

On 17 July 1973, the long, peaceful reign of King Zahir Shah was rudel
eshattered by a coup staged by his authoritarian cousin and former prime minister
sPrince Daoud. Taking advantage of the king’s absence in Italy, where he wa
thaving medical treatment, Daoud abolished the monarchy and installed himsel
zas president, virtually for life. In preparation for his coup, Daoud had receives
esubstantial support from a number of pro- Russian officers in the Afghan army

1and his police now started to monitor students with Islamic tendencies.



e Meanwhile, Massoud, exasperated by the increasing arrogance of th
ecommunist students at the Polytechnic, and even more so by that of the Russiai
cprofessors, gave another example of the violent energy bottled up inside himself
10ne day he had a row with one of his masters, which turned to blows and endec
twith Massoud unleashing a devastating punch that knocked the Russian out cold
eHe then walked out of the classroom, the Polytechnic, and, shortly afterwards
eKabul itself. His family did not know where he had gone. In fact, he and
number of fellow militant students, a day or two later, crossed the border intc
-Pakistan.

S



Meanwhile, Massoud, exasperated by the increasing arrogance of the
communist students at the Polytechnic, and even more so by that of the Russian
professors, gave another example of the violent energy bottled up inside himself.
One day he had a row with one of his masters, which turned to blows and ended
with Massoud unleashing a devastating punch that knocked the Russian out cold.
He then walked out of the classroom, the Polytechnic, and, shortly afterwards,
Kabul itself. His family did not know where he had gone. In fact, he and a
number of fellow militant students, a day or two later, crossed the border into

Pakistan.



The Coup that Failed: Exile in Pakistan

Massoud’s youthful political views as a student could be described as onl

moderately Islamist, but they were independent enough to attract the attention o
the police of the authoritarian new ruler, Prince Daoud, after he seized power i1
1973. In the run-up to his coup, Daoud had already courted the support of pro
Soviet officers in the Afghan army. But as a member of the Muslim Youtl
Organisation, Massoud’s friend from the Polytechnic, Rahman, had a mission t
encourage Afghan army officers to support the Islamist cause and reject Sovie
infiltration. Working as his assistant, Massoud was caught in the crosshairs.
When Daoud failed to persuade the Americans to give him military aid, ht
turned to Moscow. The Russians were willing to help, but at a price. Growiny
demands for more Afghan communists in government in Kabul from Leonic
Brezhnev, general secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, le
eventually in 1977 to a very public row with Daoud, who told Brezhnev to hi
face in the Kremlin that no one would tell him how Afghanistan should b
governed. At the height of the argument, in front of senior officials, Daout
virtually turned his back and walked out on a furious Brezhnev — whicl

Kremlin-watchers immediately interpreted as tantamount to signing his owi



death warrant. Sure enough, in a few months, he was overthrown. Thi
communist coup of 27 April 1978 — the Saur (April) Revolution, as it wa
known — wiped out Daoud and virtually his whole family in a bloodbath o
horrifying brutality, and installed a communist government in power. The nev
rulers were themselves divided into two wings of the People’s Democratic Party
of Afghanistan: the Khalq (‘people’) and the Parcham (‘banner’). Both wings i1
turn became so unpopular that the Kremlin was finally forced to invad
Afghanistan twenty months later to get rid of the increasingly tyrannica
communist dictator Hafizullah Amin and to ensure the survival of communis
yrule in Afghanistan.

Back in the early 1970s, Massoud — like a growing number of politicall
minded young Afghans at the time — was vehemently anti-communist, and h
]had begun to cultivate young Afghan army officers who were anti- communis
_and pro-Western. Threatened with arrest by Daoud’s secret police, the anti

1
communist Muslim Youth Organisation members were thrown a lifeline from ai

)
tunexpected quarter. Pakistan’s dynamic prime minister, Zulfigar Ali Bhutto, sav
an opportunity to score off Daoud by offering political asylum and basic militar

training to Massoud and his friends from the Muslim Youth Organisation, a

D

well as Pashtun firebrands like Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, who, although not mucl

(V1

older than Massoud, had already founded his own party, the more extremis

Hisb-i-Islami (‘Islamic party’). Thus began the long, tortuous associatiol

_ el

between the Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence agency (ISI) and what woulc
S

later become — after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 — th
B

jAfghan resistance, or mujahideen.

The association with Pakistani intelligence was probably the reason wh
1

‘Massoud was approached by his fellow ISI covert ‘trainee’ Hekmatyar to tak
1

>part in an attempted coup against Daoud. Massoud at first refused but, whei



sHekmatyar accused him of cowardice, was stung into agreeing to take part." Hi
swould raise the flag of rebellion in the Panjsher while Hekmatyar was bus!
felsewhere.

v In the spring of 1975, when the snows were melting on the high passes, hi
ymade his way back secretly from Pakistan to the Panjsher, accompanied by hi
10ld friend EsHaq and thirty-seven companions, all armed with Sten guns o
ePakistani provenance. Massoud planned to overthrow the Daoud regime in th
lupper Panjsher Valley and replace it with an Islamic government. The couj
tbegan well, with the men even capturing the garrison at Rokha, the main town i1
the valley, but it collapsed when the promised support from Kabul failed tc
ymaterialise. Many of the young rebels were killed or captured. Massoud, EsHaq
eand eighteen companions, however, managed to escape to the mountains.

t According to an exciting anecdote, one night, Massoud hid in a huge tree i1
-his family’s courtyard in Jangalak until he was rescued by his youngest brother
1Ahmad Wali, who later became Afghan ambassador to the UK. The story goe
vthat, just as it was getting dark, Ahmad Wali heard rustling in the branches of th:
ytree. Then a loud whisper.
s ‘Wali... Walil’
1 ‘Ahmad Shah? What are you doing in the tree?’
t ‘Hide me in the house!’
1 ‘The rebellion — was that you?’
1 Massoud slithered down the tree and crept into the house. His family member,
ekept their mouths shut.

The fugitives were hiding out in a cave in the mountains above Jangalak, an

yMassoud had crept down in search of provisions. After a few days surviving o1
efood being surreptitiously sneaked to them by Ahmad Zia, his middle brother

1Massoud and his companions slipped over the border into Pakistan. Back i1



ePeshawar, the group were sent to a secret paramilitary centre run by the ISI a
yCherat, to the south, but, unsatisfied, Massoud left the centre in mid-1976 anc
returned to Peshawar.”? He withdrew into his shell, and settled down to a perio
eof voracious reading, setting himself the astonishing target of three mainl
smilitary books a day. He first read Mao Tse-tung’s writings about the Lonj
fMarch; then about the epic career of the dashing Argentine revolutionary Chi
eGuevara, who was instrumental in Fidel Castro’s victory in Cuba in 1959; thei
>the works of the French left-wing intellectual Régis Debray, who specialised i1
1South America; and, ‘most instructive of all’, Massoud told me later, a handbool
Jon counter-terrorism by an American general whose name he could no
,remember. He also found time to devour the memoirs of General de Gaulle
whom he much admired; of General Vo Nguyén Giap, the redoubtable victo
1and nemesis of the French at Dien Bien Phu; and of a ‘Chinese sage’ — mos
,probably Sun Tzu, author of The Art of War, a masterpiece on war doctrine anc
sstrategy. There were also, of course, the classics of Persian Sufism. Chairmai
eMao, however, was almost certainly the most decisive influence on Massoud’|
thinking about guerrilla warfare. ‘Le livre de Mao,’ he enthused to me once, ‘es
tres, tres bon.’

His own guerrilla career dominated most of his life: first against Daoud an«
the Afghan communists; for nine long and desperately hard years, principall
against the 80,000-strong Soviet 40th Army; and, finally, for six years agains

sthe Taliban. Despite the Taliban’s considerable support from Pakistan, he wa
still holding them off at the end, in 2001, when he was assassinated.

1 As a result of his intense self-imposed study of guerrilla warfare, Massouc
1had little time for anything else. It was a period of deep introspection, duriny
wwhich he thought long and hard about the reasons for the fiasco in the Panjsher -

aithe coup that failed. He came to the conclusions that Islamic militancy, o



tIslamism, was not sufficient and that, most importantly, he had failed to gain tht
Isupport of public opinion, which he now realised was crucial.
1 Masood Khalili, his lifelong friend, explained that there were only two option
yif you were against Daoud in those days in Afghanistan: Islamism o
scommunism. Massoud had joined the Islamist movement because it was close
eto his family background and the beliefs of his father and grandfather thai
rcommunism and it opposed the authoritarianism of the Daoud government, bu
ot because of any particular conviction for political Islam or any leaning
<towards religious extremism. ‘He wanted as a young man to be against a systen
twhich he did not like — against Daoud,” Khalili said. ‘I think he found i1
,Peshawar that he was a strong Muslim, but he could not be an Islamist.’3
r Khalili first met Massoud during his years of exile in Peshawar, in Octobe
11978 to be precise. Daoud was overthrown, but the communists who had seizec
lpower were proving even more dictatorial, conducting widespread arrests anc
1killings and sparking revolts across the country. Within a month of the coup
sreligious elders had declared a jihad, or holy war — which is an obligation for al
tMuslims — against the communist government, which they saw as atheistic anc
anti-Muslim. Rabbani, the leader of Jamiat-i-Islami, had invited a dozen youn;
1Afghans to a gathering in a small library the group had established, and he aske«
yKhalili, the son of the famous poet and diplomat Professor Khalilullah Khalili, tc
trecite some poetry for the group. Khalili was four or five years older thai
sMassoud, but he noticed the Panjsheri, wearing all-white Afghan clothes anc
‘listening very carefully, without talking’. Afterwards Massoud introduce«
lhimself and said his father and grandfather knew Professor Khalili well. He thei
ssuggested they go shopping together the following day in Darra, a famou
-smuggler’s bazaar not far from the city, in Pakistan’s adjoining tribal areas.

r ‘For the first time in my life, I saw a hand grenade,” Khalili recounted



eMassoud and his friends wanted to buy some hand grenades to send to thi
Afghan mujahideen already fighting in Kunar province, just across the borde
sfrom Pakistan. ‘He was playing with a hand grenade the way my son plays witl
ra toy,” Khalili recalled. ‘He told me, “This is how you take it and pull it.”
rKhalili demonstrated pulling the pin. ‘Then he asked me, “How much do yot
1have?” I said, “I have $180. I can put in $80 or something?” He said, “That’s .
tlot.” So he bought about 600. That was my first meeting with him. I don’t thinl
she gave me that money back.’*

1 Around the same time, Massoud travelled north to Drosh on the Afghan-
1Pakistani border because he wanted to meet the leader of the first uprising
against the communist government in Afghanistan. Mohammad Anwar Amin,
rsubdistrict administrator in the province of Nuristan, had started an uprising
lagainst the government in his home valley of Kamdesh. Anwar had beei
limprisoned by the communists for five months, and was so outraged by thy
,widespread purges and executions that when his family secured his release i1
1September 1978 he immediately took up arms against the government. In th
Ispring of 1979, Massoud joined Anwar in Nuristan and for several week
sworked as his protégé, gaining his first hands-on experience of guerrilla war. I
Iproved formative, since Anwar combined fighting prowess with administrativt
yskills and impressed upon the younger man, among other things, the importanc:
10f a military commander’s responsibilities for the housing, nutrition, and publis
lhealth of the civilian population.® It was also then that Massoud took to wearing
dhis trademark pukul, the roll-brimmed woollen hat traditionally worn in Nuristar
1and much of the frontier region, which became a symbol of the resistance.

s By May 1979, Massoud had returned to Peshawar, ready and determined tc
head back to the Panjsher to start opposing the communist government. Anothe

Luprising had erupted in the western city of Herat, and the time was ripe. Hi



egathered a group of twenty-four friends and fellow Panjsheris and set off by bu
rthrough the Pakistani tribal areas to the border at Bajaur. There they met up witl
1Pashtun tribesmen who had smuggled their weapons around the governmen
’checkpoints, and set off across the border on foot.

1 Within weeks, Massoud made his presence felt, seizing control of severa
agovernment posts in the valley and sweeping out on to the Shomali Plain to taki
<the town of Gulbahar. From there he organised an attack to cut the Salany
highway, demolishing two bridges and seizing a security post on the maii
-supply route linking the capital with northern Afghanistan and the border witl
sthe Soviet Union. The action caused consternation not only in Kabul but also i1
aMoscow, and soon the government mounted a counter-attack.

3 One day, in a skirmish near Jebal Seraj, Massoud was shot in the buttocks
1Luckily, he had with him Kaka Tajuddin, his loyal right-hand man, a small
etough, sharp-eyed Panjsheri villager from Bazarak, whose daughter, Sediqa
1Massoud eventually married. Tajuddin was known to the younger fighters by thi
ehonorific Kaka (‘uncle’), an Afghan form of respect for an elder. The scene i1
s1979, as described by Tajuddin, had people ‘fighting everywhere’, and they wert
t‘not militarily trained or organised’.® On this particular occasion, Massou
eplanned a night raid on the local communist garrison. The raid was successful
esome enemy soldiers were taken prisoner, and a quantity of arms, includiny
c‘three or four Kalashnikov rifles and fifty grenades’, were captured. Accordiny
sto Tajuddin:’

1 1n the morning, Ahmad Shah Massoud asked me to go to the top of the pass to see what the enemy
was doing. I had gone perhaps ten to fifteen metres when he called me back, and he himself climbed
to the top of the pass to see how the enemy was coping with the attack.

J After he went up, I waited about half an hour for him and was guarding the weapons. Then I saw
him climbing down, bending to the left, scrambling down with his left hand touching the side of the
mountain. At first, I thought he was hiding from the enemy, but when he got closer, he told me that

€ he was wounded.



sMassoud asked Tajuddin to carry him on his back.

1 Our situation became very bad indeed. He asked me if I could give him a piggyback. I was never in

t such a situation before — we were all new to this sort of situation; you can imagine my worry. After
carrying him for about 100 metres we met Commander Ghafour Khan, who asked what was the
matter. I said Massoud was wounded. He screamed.

1 Massoud then asked the commander, who was much bigger and stronger than me, to carry him. He
also asked me to go up to the top of the pass and provide covering fire to prevent the enemy from

€ coming up the hill.

He told me to go to the top of the pass for one hour only and keep on firing at the enemy’s
positions at intervals. We had about fifteen magazines and I went up and fired at different enemy

1 positions, which were far away, but I could see [them] ... I rejoined the group after an hour.

1
,Tajuddin found the group at their command centre at Shotul in a state of anxiety

A mullah had arrived with some milk and herbal medicine to treat Massoud”.
_wound, but his companions were suspicious that the medicine might be poison
Only after the mullah had taken the medicine with the milk himself, an
:Tajuddin had done the same, did they allow him to administer it to Massoud.

» Massoud was lucky: the bullet went into his buttock and did not hit any bone
Jor vital organs. The men laid him on a charpoy, a rope bed, and began carrying
ehim down the mountain, but when they came to an open area they came unde

jattack from government jets. Tajuddin recalled:

MiG jets started shooting at us with their machine guns. Massoud told us to spread out to avoid being
hit. He told me to go near a wall, but I said I would stay there with him. The attack ended and we

U

finally reached the main road at Dolan-e-Tang. We put him in a jeep and drove to Anaba village,
where there was a government clinic. The doctor in the clinic was a Communist, a Khalqi [a member

U

of the party’s Khalq wing].

According to Tajuddin, the doctor did not remove the burned flesh and debri
that came from the bullet; instead, he pushed it all back into the wound anc
stitched it up, causing Massoud a lot of pain for a long time. Massoud’s son
Ahmad, told me later the family was convinced the communist doctor was tryiny

to kill or at least cripple his father. ‘For four months that wound was ven



(V1

painful,” Tajuddin said. The fighters began to scatter as Massoud recuperated
Still in pain weeks later, Massoud asked a friendly doctor from Badakhshan tc

look at the wound, Tajuddin recalled:

He touched the wound, which looked smooth, but Massoud jumped up in pain. So he opened the
wound and cut out the burnt and infected flesh, all the bits of debris, and then stitched the wound
back, which left a small depression. He put some antibiotic cream on the wound, and he also gave us
three kinds of cream to use on the wound.

Later, because of this incident, Massoud suffered pain every year at that time and also suffered
from back pain each year for two or three weeks.
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Bombed by the Russians in the Panjsher

After his wounding, Massoud retreated with his men to the upper part of ths

Panjsher Valley to recuperate and regroup. ‘He realised that he had to choose hi
forces from among volunteers and to train them,’” his friend EsHaq said
Massoud was busy reorganising and training a force when, just seven month
after he had taken up the fight against the communist government, an altogethe
more formidable opponent entered the fray. On 25 December 1979, Christma
Day, the Soviet army invaded Afghanistan.

Massoud’s operations rapidly expanded. The presence of foreign forces ii
Afghanistan united people behind the resistance, and his force of volunteer
grew from a few hundred to several thousand men within months.! Massou
began small-scale attacks against government posts inside the valley. Later, hi
set up a political committee, enrolling his brother Yahya to go round th
mosques in every village, talking to the people and rallying them against thi
communists.

Within months, Massoud’s forces were able to threaten the Russian convoy:
as they travelled on the Salang highway and as they turned off to Bagram Ai

Base, the largest in Afghanistan — so it was inevitable he should come unde



virtually constant attack himself. The Russians launched their first big offensiv
against him, Panjsher I, in April 1980. With it, as one experienced observe
commented, ‘The Soviet Union stepped deep into the quagmire.’? For the nex
three years, the Russians launched two massive offensives against him a year -
in spring and autumn — pouring thousands of troops into the valley anc
bombarding towns and villages relentlessly with helicopter gunships anc
supersonic jets. Hundreds of the local inhabitants, mostly farmers an
tradesmen, were killed or wounded, and their houses damaged or destroyed.
After our first meeting with Massoud, we left Sangana for Khenj early thi
snext morning as the sun was rising, enjoying the rare luxury of being driven. I

Swas a beautiful day, the sky pale blue with not a cloud to be seen, the sui

{already warm. We were surrounded by mountains, scree at their foot, spurs o

S:naked rock farther up, and the ridge line high above us. The only road up th

lFPanj sher Valley ran beside the river, which foamed and swirled over huge rocks

Seddying in deep green pools before turning, sparkling in the sunshine, down th
valley towards its junction with the Kabul River. A hundred miles and more tc

the south, below the ramparts of the great fort at Attock, the waters would joii
1

swith the mighty Indus.

The road to Khenj provided us with a graphic picture of what the five previou

offensives must have been like. Wrecked BTRs, lorries, and several T-54 tank
g

lay battered and burnt beside the river or in it. One was almost submerged, it
B

gun pointing disconsolately at the sky. The Russians had been ambushed by thi
B
mujahideen hiding in the rocks above the road, who had picked them off witl

deadly rocket-propelled grenade (RPG) launchers. This was very much a case o
S

the biter bit: the RPG was an extremely effective Russian weapon, expertl
r

copied by the Chinese and bought by the CIA on the black market fo
r

distribution to the mujahideen. But not all the destruction was from previou



eoffensives. In one village, we were shown two huge craters beside the road
rmade, we were told, by Russian bombs dropped only the day before.

t We took two hours to reach Khenj, and were just about to sit down for tea i1
—the filthiest teahouse I had ever seen, the walls black with comatose flies, whel
our host, Jamil, an excitable-looking man in his forties, appeared. We recognises
ihim at once as one of our escorts with the arms convoy we had travelled witl
ifrom the Pakistan border, but also because he had a curious feature — he had n«
thumbs. Trying to fish one day with hand grenades, he made the mistake o
eholding on to the grenades after pulling out the pins until they exploded anc
tblew his thumbs off.

1 Massoud had obviously wanted to send us somewhere safe. Khenj, however
fturned out to be a hotspot plagued by constant Russian air activity. In a previou
eoffensive, the Russians had bombed the southern part of the town quite heavily
,and Jamil’s own house, high up and with a stunning view, had two large holes i1
ethe wall of the living room made by stray rockets. The next day, our host took u
ofor a walk, pointing out the damage caused by the Russians. Not only had the:
1sent tanks and infantry up the valley, he explained, but they also droppec
airborne troops by helicopter on two mountains overlooking Khenj, from wher
sthey shot up the town, doing considerable damage. The Russians had stayed fo
sthree weeks, Jamil said, using it as an advance headquarters while they pushes
sup the valley to Dasht-i-Rewat, famed for its emerald mines, where the roac
eended. The invaders had parked their tanks beside the river, leaving behind -
a1apart from their rubbish of empty Bulgarian ration tins and cartridge cases — i
fbroken-down T-54, a waterlogged BTR, several lorries, and an Afghan arm
ymess truck.

r On our way back to the house, we passed some boys playing a war gam

sinvolving a mock air raid with ‘live’ ammunition, plenty of which lay scatterec



,around. They came running past us, making an ‘attack’ on one another witl
home-made wooden models of Russian jets, which they would have seen almos
1every day of their lives, loosing off their ‘rockets’, adapted from single bullet
awhich went off with a realistic hiss and puff of pink smoke. Jamil and his friend
llaughed and applauded, but I cursed under my breath, yet again, that we had nc
1camera. Nigel, in his role as producer, enthused that the boys’ antics would havt
omade a ‘marvellous sequence’. It told the whole story, he said, of how they hac
fgrown up with the war. It was part of their lives. If we could have filmed it, i
lwould have made a tremendous impact on a British audience, he declared
‘When we get the camera, we’ll come back and film it,” I said, equall
enthusiastically. But even as I spoke the words, I knew we wouldn’t. Televisioi
snews is ephemeral. You see a scene like that once, and only once.
, The next day, we had a grandstand view of the Russians bombing a villagi
anear Khenj, and the proximity of the attack convinced Jamil the Russians knev
sof our presence and even that we were staying in his house. He therefore made «
ydecision that saw us leaving the house at six next morning, munching a dry piect
lof bread but without the comfort of a cup of tea, to trek up a nearby mountaii
eand spend the day in a cave, following the example of the women and childrei
rof Khenj. Jamil insisted we did this two days running, which I found not only
lwaste of time but extremely uncomfortable, as the caves were bitterly cold
1Finally, after a second frustrating and uncomfortable day up the mountain, anc
-increasingly conscious that we were missing gripping film sequences of thi
aRussians bombing and strafing defenceless villages, I decided we must go bacl
ydown the valley and regain contact with Massoud.
So, accompanied by Tajuddin, Tony and I set off after supper and strode dow1
ethe valley in the warm darkness. There was no moon and we saw no one. Thi

1Russians rarely operated at night — except for special forces — and if we hac



1bumped into a mujahideen patrol, they would have recognised Tajuddin. Afte
tabout three or four hours of steady walking, we saw in the distance the lights o
sa solitary vehicle bouncing up and down towards us. It was Massoud’s capturec
sRussian jeep with the two bullet holes in the windscreen. Sitting in the front sea
sand grinning at us, his piratical features only just recognisable in the dark, wa
eAgha Gul, who had been in charge of our arms convoy. He indicated with a jerl
lof his head that we should climb in, explaining that Massoud had sent him t
tfetch us because Panjsher VI, the latest Russian offensive, had just started.

. Massoud had told us his information was that it would start within a week
yand in fact that had been only four days ago. We scrambled in gratefully, but a
1Tajuddin clasped the door handle and was about to follow suit, Agha Gul barke«
at him like a sergeant major, causing the poor man to fall back, having obviousl
ebeen told in no uncertain terms that he was not coming with us and would havt
vto walk back to Khenj. I felt sorry for him as we watched his forlorn figur
adisappear in the darkness while we reclined in the relative luxury of a spring;
eRussian jeep.

1 That night, we slept in a house in Do Ab (‘Two Rivers’), arriving well beyonc
mmidnight, after everyone else had gone to bed. Our host, the only fat Afghan
aever remember seeing in the Panjsher, lit our way to a large upstairs room, thy
.floor covered with recumbent figures. One of them was Massoud, whom I jus
Iglimpsed as we were shown to the few empty spaces remaining. I lay down o1
ethe carpet, pulled the pattu someone had provided round me, and was soon fas
<asleep. It had been a long day, and we must have walked ten or more miles
When I woke — only a few minutes later, it seemed — the mujahideen wer
1already getting up. It took them virtually no time to dress, since they alway:
eseemed to go to bed partly clad. I saw Massoud pulling on his boots, obviousl

lin a hurry. Not knowing if he was aware of our presence, I stepped forward t



rintercept him as he made for the door.
f ‘Bonjour,’ I said. He stopped and took my hand.
1 ‘Ah, bonjour. Ca va?’ The formality struck me as being more typical of Pari
tthan of the wilds of Afghanistan.
s ‘Are we going with you?’ I asked in French.
< ‘We’re all going together. The Russian offensive started yesterday,” he said
)‘They have a lot of tanks and men farther down the valley at Bazarak.’ Bazaral
was the next town to Rokha, the Russians’ jumping-off point, where they had .
,base. Seconds later, Massoud was out of the door and clattering down the stairs
sWe followed, crossing the bridge in the dark and then heading upriver agaii
Itowards the brothers’ house. This time we did not stop but walked fast for hal
yan hour or so until we reached the centre of Tambonnah. A light was on in a bij
ehouse in the middle of the village square, and people were queuing up to g
einside — whether for weapons or medicines, I could not make out. But there wa
ya general air of urgency, and after a short rest the big sergeant major (or so
dubbed him), who always carried the briefcase with the campaign funds, told u
1to follow him. Massoud had disappeared.
I After about two hours of steady walking uphill, we came to a small group o
ehouses clinging to the steep side of the mountain like swallows’ nests. Wi
tcircled round the houses and clambered up a steep rocky slope to a cave, thi
1entrance so well hidden that it was almost undetectable from a distance. Inside, i
topened out to accommodate a dozen or so people. A local farmer obligingl
.spread a rug and a couple of fat cushions on the hard ground.
e Suddenly, at about 9 a.m., Massoud appeared and crawled into the cave.
sfound his calm impressive and reassuring. He seemed to treat the Russian attacl
yalmost as routine. In fact, through all the vicissitudes that followed, I never sav

>him display any indecision, let alone any suggestion of fear or alarm. When h



had a moment, he briefed us: the Russians had deployed 300 tanks, BTRs, anc
lorries up the valley. Four had already been destroyed by mujahideen mines. Hi
sthought they were planning to attack up the valley as far as Khenj — poor Jamil,
thought, he will be beside himself and blaming us, no doubt. Between sixty anc
seventy civilians had been killed in the air raids, Massoud added.
. Massoud left the cave as suddenly as he had come, leaving behind as ou
<escort his brother Yahya, who had been a veterinary student at Kabul Universit:
awhen the communists seized power in 1978. Imprisoned along with thousands o
.other anti-communists in the Russian-built Pul-i-Charki prison in Kabul, whert
amany were later executed, he was lucky enough to be released after eight month
fto join Massoud in the Panjsher. He told me he had learned his English thanks t
za British Council scholarship. Thank God, I thought, for the British Council
much maligned by the British popular press at the time. It was to prove a hugi
sboon to have Yahya with us, since, apart from Tony, none of us spoke Dari.
I That afternoon, there was a tremendous roar from an attacking jet blasting of
sseveral rockets, making Yahya, sitting near the entrance to the cave, leap back i1
alarm. Even I, at the back of the cave — immured in the living rock, as it were -
ffelt a twinge of terror. The jet made three more strikes, each time unleashing :
eclutch of rockets with ear-splitting effect. I wondered if the Russians knew tha
eMassoud had been there. Otherwise, why should they attack such a remote spo
tinstead of a hundred other places in the Panjsher Valley? Perhaps they knew i
ywas a favourite cave.

After the attacks had finished, we scrambled out of the cave to find that
Ihouse at the bottom of the valley was still burning. There was no sign o
<Massoud, but we gathered he had been in another cave. I spent the rest of thi
vafternoon in conversation with Yahya. Guessing he would pass anything o

einterest on to Massoud, I deliberately talked up the influence our documentar



lwould have on official opinion in Britain and elsewhere. Yahya listenec
eattentively and said they were very keen to have direct contact with Westeri
Igovernments. The Russian jets did not bother us again that afternoon, althougl
lwe watched them performing their lethal aerobatics in the distance while wi
waited for the others — Nigel, Charles, and Tom — to rejoin us. In the meantime
rwe walked to another village, where we had supper and spent the night on a fla
yroof open to the stars, literally having to walk a narrow plank to get to it — simpl
fenough in the daytime, but trickier at night. Massoud left at about midnight
eYahya said he always worked at night when there was fighting.
s It was three in the morning before the others arrived, absolutely exhausted
ywith the exception of Tajuddin. He had walked all the way back to Khenj afte
,leaving us with Agha Gul, collected the others, and, after a short rest, walked al
enight to get to us — a round trip of at least 30 miles, I reckoned — but he seeme
unaffected: a man of iron indeed. We were woken at about 5 a.m. by the sounc
fof Russian mortars or rockets exploding farther down the valley. Yahya urged u
1to hurry, although we did have time for a quick cup of tea and a piece of nan
-Just before 7 a.m. we saw four Russian Mi-24 ‘Crocodile’ helicopters circling
aover the main valley, slow and purposeful, with an ominous precision, safe in tht
tknowledge that none of the weapons the mujahideen possessed could threatei
tthem. The Mi-24 is heavily protected by titanium armour underneath, the onl
tvulnerable area being the plexiglass cockpit; a mujahideen gunner, unless he cai
get above the helicopter, has little chance of shooting it down. We climbed bacl
aup the hill to our cave, but found it occupied by local women and their children
fand then tried, without success, to find the cave Massoud had taken refuge in. A
ea result, we spent the rest of the day, rather uncomfortably, in the shelter of
fhuge rock overhang.

y While the newcomers slept, I had a long talk with Yahya, in the course o



dwhich I asked him if Massoud had any ambitions to become a national leader
1‘He doesn’t want to,” Yahya said, ‘but he realises that one day he must try anc
1build a national movement based on his Panjsheri organisation. You know tha
eleaders come from all over Afghanistan to ask Massoud to give them |
.commander to lead their men. He instructs them also how they should fight th
tRussians. He tells them to attack the big bases. We have already made twz
eattacks on Bagram [the main Soviet airbase in Afghanistan] and one on Jeba
;Seraj [both near the Panjsher]. In the two attacks on Bagram we destroyed thirty
nine helicopters and jets on the ground.’ I took Yahya’s figures with a pinch o
,salt, but the suggestion that Massoud might be a second Tito did not sound st
rfar-fetched after all.

1 Not surprisingly, Massoud’s fame went before him, and many young Afghan
1had flocked to his banner. But not only youngsters were drawn to join his ranks
1Waiting for breakfast early one morning, we were intrigued to see that next tc
sour tent was an open-air workshop with the barrels of several Russian gun
.scattered about. There was a big Zigoyak (an ultra-heavy machine gun); severa
3DShK machine guns (or ‘Dashakas’, as the mujahideen called them); another all
epurpose machine gun; and a lighter weapon, a PK (which the mujahideen callec
1a ‘Pika’).> As we inspected this arsenal, a man came down the steps from
ynearby house, sat down cross-legged and started to carve a piece of walnut witl
1a hammer and chisel. We soon saw that it was intended to be a stock for thy
<rather rusty PK that the mujahideen had unscrewed from a captured armoures
,personnel carrier. The Afghan, whose name was Aziz Mohammed, worked fast
sand within half an hour had whittled the block of walnut down to the exact shapt
aand fitted it as a stock for the PK. It was a neat job, done with very few tools
Aziz Mohammed owned a small shop in Kabul, where he made and repairec

fscissors. One day he decided to visit the Panjsher to find out about this mai



~Massoud, whom everyone was talking about. While he was there, a mujahic
lbrought him a broken Kalakov rifle, the AK-74, the newest version of thi
tKalashnikov, and asked him if he could repair it. Aziz Mohammed not onl
arepaired it but did it so expertly that Massoud, impressed, asked him to stay anc
ework as his gunsmith. Aziz Mohammed said Massoud had promised him a set o
Jnew tools, but, he grinned, they had not arrived yet. With them, he said, he coulc
ldo much more.
- Another young man who heard of Massoud’s fame and decided to join hin
fwas a baker’s boy called Gul Haidar, who came from the Panjsher but wa
bworking in Kabul. His lowly job was to crimp the bread with his fingertips whei
sticking it against the sides of the oven to bake it. He told Massoud he woulc
srather shoot Russians, and was recruited on the spot. He soon proved his mettle
.becoming expert at shooting up the Russian garrison at their base in Rokha, tht
sprincipal village at the lower end of the Panjsher. After two weeks of the almos
snon-stop bombing and ground attacks of Panjsher VI, in which many village
lwere destroyed or badly damaged, the Russians withdrew to the base in Rokha
-Massoud told Gul Haidar to look after us and show us some action, for which
Iwe soon discovered, he had a natural flair.
a  Short and stocky, with a devilish grin, Gul Haidar arrived next morning with i
1plan that we should film him and his small unit shooting up the Russian tank
eguarding the eastern flank of the base protecting Rokha. I wrote at the time:
1

We came to a narrow gully that plunged between the rocks and Gul Haidar left half his men in the
shade of an overhang, beckoning us to follow. Carrying camera, recorder, and tripod, we slithered
down the dried-up bed of the stream, traversed some scree, and ended on a bare crag that jutted out
€ over the valley. Gul Haidar crawled to the outer edge and waved to us to follow. I crept forwards and
peered over the edge. About half a mile away, parked in a line facing us, were several Russian tanks,
their guns pointing in our direction. I guessed they formed the outer defences of Rokha. Gul Haidar
1 scanned the hill-top opposite, searching for enemy activity. Charles wrestled the camera up the rock
and tried to find a comfortable position from which to film. I trained the binoculars on the tanks and
described the scene to Charles as he struggled to line up the camera and focus.



> e

‘Four tanks in a row,’ I recited. “There’s a soldier walking right across in the open behind the
middle tank now—’

‘Shhh,” Charles ordered. ‘I’m running.” (He meant that he was filming.)

With only the brush of the wind against the crag to break the silence, we lay still, watching the
unsuspecting Russians. Charles stopped filming and I continued my commentary.

“There’s a roadblock by the tank on the left and then, about a hundred yards behind, you can see a
house, looks like a CP [Command Post], and a lorry or an APC [armoured personnel carrier] in the
shade. Quite a few troops on it, as far as I can make out.’

‘OK, I’'m going to do some close-ups,” Charles announced, and we all fell silent again. Tom was
concentrating hard, trying to record the silence of the mountain without getting the boom that wind
almost invariably produces on a microphone. Nigel was busy taking stills. When we had all we
needed, we backed carefully off the rock and toiled, sweating, up the steep gully. Gul Haidar, who
had left three men on the crag below, led us to a terrace planted with young peach trees and from
which we had a commanding view of the crag.

Still grinning, Gul Haidar gestured that this was the best place to set up the camera. He raised his
hands, ‘Pam, Pam,’ to show that the mujahideen below would, at a given signal, open fire on the
Russians.

When we were ready, the mujahideen opened up, their PK light machine guns and AK-47s
sounding like peashooters. Puffs of smoke drifted off the crag. After a few moments, the men with
the AKs crawled back a few yards to reload, then edged forward and opened up again.

‘Pap-pap-pap-pap-pap-pap...” The sound bounced off the rock around us. Charles was as tight on
the zoom lens as he could go. I felt unheroically nervous, wondering when the Russians would start
shooting back, and to allay my fear, I greedily ate peach after peach, the juice dribbling down my
chin on to my shirt. Finally, when Charles said he had enough film, Gul Haidar seized the tripod and
led us back along the terrace to the path and steeply upwards to the big overhang. As we climbed,
panting, the first salvo of Russian mortars or tank rounds slammed into the hillside above us. Charles
wanted to stop to film but Gul Haidar hurried us upwards, determined to get to the best and safest
vantage point.

I could not help being impressed by the way in which, although he had probably never seen a
television crew at work before, Gul Haidar immediately understood what we needed to make a film.
Having arrived at the overhang, he put down the tripod and, grinning broadly, enthusiastically
indicated where the return fire would fall. Sure enough, it did, grenades and mortars making sharp
cracks as they burst on the rocky hillside, the wind immediately sweeping away the smoke. It was
extremely difficult to anticipate precisely where the rounds would land, even with me acting as
spotter, and in a way the soundtrack of the battle was more impressive. At one point, to generate a
little more excitement, Gul Haidar leaped a ditch, sprinted up the hillside and blazed away with his
Kalakov. I noticed that his boot was split open to reveal a thickly bandaged toe and he explained
afterwards that he had been wounded four times, twice by the viciously tumbling bullet of the
Kalakov.

The shooting died away and we started the climb back to the qarargah (‘base’): there was no point
in hanging about — the Russians might call in the jets or the helicopter gunships. As we followed the
irrigation channel back across the hillside, we filmed a group of Russians or Afghans walking in



single file along the skyline of the mountain opposite.

Two hours later we were back in the qarargah, tired but jubilant after our morning’s work.
Because of the delay in getting the camera, it was the only action sequence we had recorded on
moving picture.

‘I feel much, much happier,” Nigel exulted. ‘Without that sequence, I would doubt very much that
we had a programme. With it, I feel confident we have. I think we’re over the hump.” But we had not
finished for the day. The irrepressible Gul Haidar wanted to show off his latest toy, a captured

Russian automatic grenade launcher, an AGS-17. He set it up in a hollow above the qarargah and

loosed off several rounds. By the end of the afternoon we were all mightily impressed by Gul

Haidar.*

A day or two after the Russians withdrew back down the valley, I me
Massoud by chance in Sangana, where we had spent the night shortly before ths
start of Panjsher VI. After a brief chat, he asked, ‘Have you time to discus
something with me privately?’

Rather taken aback, I said, ‘Yes, of course. Now?’

‘Not here,” he said. ‘Go with this mujahid. He will take you to a house and I'l
come later. If we are seen together people will talk.’

The mujahid, Tajuddin, smiled and signed to me to follow him. I though
Massoud’s discretion rather strange, but presumed he had his reasons. Wi
walked through the village, with its houses pleasantly shaded by the high canop:
of walnut and mulberry trees, and turned in at the house of one of Massoud’.
friends. A few minutes later, Massoud arrived with the owner and sat dowi
opposite me. It was the first time I had seen him sit in a chair. A huge tray o
beautiful round red grapes was brought in and, although Massoud ate ven
sparingly, I had difficulty restraining myself as I waited expectantly to hear wha
he wanted to discuss.

‘I want to ask you,” he began, ‘how we can get help from the West, and if yo
think the Afghan resistance will be able to set up committees, like the PLC
[Palestine Liberation Organization], in the West?’

Taking the easier part of the question first, I said there were already a coupl



of committees in France and one in Britain — the Afghanistan Suppor
Committee, a cross-party body of MPs founded by Robert Cran-borne,
Conservative peer who, because of the vagaries of British politics, sat in thi
House of Commons — which I was sure could be expanded. I saw no reason why
similar committees should not be set up in other countries, for example America
As for help from the West generally, I said Margaret Thatcher, Presiden
Reagan, and President Mitterrand of France all supported the Afghan resistanci
(A the sense that they were all opposed to Soviet expansionism. I recallec
eThatcher’s vocal reaction to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and th
sinitiative of Peter Carington, the foreign secretary, when he went to Moscow anc
tried to persuade the Russians to withdraw. When Carington made reference t
the millions of people made refugees by the Soviet invasion, the veteran Sovie
lforeign minister Andrei Gromyko is said to have replied, ‘Ah, yes, the Afghan
have always been a nomadic people.’

I went on, ‘I don’t know if the West is prepared to give the Afghan resistanc

t

eInilitary aid, but, if I were in your place, I would appeal directly. If you want tc

ysend a message to Mrs Thatcher, for example, I would be happy to take it fo
syou and see it gets to her. Our film could also be very useful in putting your cas
,to the outside world, and I am sure I can arrange for Mrs Thatcher to see it.”> (
fknew Thatcher’s Foreign Office adviser, Charles Powell, well.) He made n¢
jcomment, and we then talked about Vietnam. At the time, I found his apparen
(ack of interest in contacting Thatcher distinctly odd, but, knowing what I knov
now — that Massoud had been secretly in touch with the British since sometim:
,in 1980, two years earlier — his reaction becomes more understandable. I alway
yfound him very discreet about his relationship with the British — in fact, I can’
remember him ever mentioning it — although his brother Yahya let slip one da:

othat they had had several British ‘visitors’ to the Panjsher before ourselves



tWhen I asked him who they were, he gave some evasive answer. Putting twt
aand two together, I guessed they were British ex-SAS trainers, part of the aic
eprogamme the British gave Massoud. MI6 policy was not to send serving SA(
ysoldiers to Afghanistan in case they were killed or captured, whereas forme
.SAS men were technically civilians.

t I had asked Massoud earlier about aid from the West and he had replied
ecategorically, “We are getting no help at all from the West.” I do not thinl
1Massoud, an honest man in my opinion, would have lied about this. Haviny
e‘found’ Massoud in 1980, and decided he was the Afghan resistance leader the:
lwere going to support, why had it taken the British so long to provide him witl
dhelp? I can only deduce that British bureaucracy had been bumbling along i1
ttime-honoured slow motion (in the words of the seventeenth-century Germai
spoet Friedrich von Logau, ‘the mills of God grind slowly, yet they grinc
exceeding small’),® and that he had not received any of the high-tech radi
eequipment the British had promised him — having decided not to offer him arm
)— by the time we left the Panjsher in early October 1982. I heard later from
rmujahideen source that radio equipment did arrive after our departure tha
eautumn. Flatteringly, but possibly erroneously, the source was convinced tha
Iour film, seen by a prime-time television audience in Britain on 23 Novembe
31982, had led to the arrival of the equipment, although it may have been purt
tcoincidence. The source said that before the film was broadcast Massouc
vreceived little or no assistance, but after it was shown there was a lot of support.
e Although I do not know the inside story of why it took so long befort
sMassoud finally got his radio equipment, I know for sure he finally did get it
tFour years later, in the summer of 1986, I filmed him sitting on a hilltop i
yFarkhar, northern Afghanistan, headphones clamped over his ears, his radic

.engineer beside him in a jacket emblazoned in large letters with the wort



JRACAL - then the largest British radio equipment manufacturer. He wa
directing the battle to capture a Communist Afghan Army fort, issuing orders t
shis four commanders below, each of whom was equipped with a British-suppliec
rwalkie-talkie. At one point the air turned blue when Massoud, at full volume
demanded to know why one of his most dashing fighters, Commander Panna
,was making such slow progress. It turned out that Panna had been held up by
<minefield which even the defector who had briefed Massoud on every detail o
sthe fort’s defences did not know about: the mines had been laid only a few day
ybefore, after the defector changed sides.

1 Massoud was much the most intelligent and militarily sophisticated of all thy
1commanders I met on my travels with the mujahideen during the nine-yea
1Soviet war of occupation. He quizzed me about Vietnam with a professional’
linterest, and listened avidly while I described how the huge American B-5:
bbombers, flying at 40,000 feet, regularly dropped tons of high explosive on thi
sHo Chi Minh Trail, down which thousands of Vietcong guerrillas trekked witl
atheir weapons to fight in South Vietnam. When I recounted how my bedroon
twindows in the old French colonial hotel the Continental Palace in Saigon (nov
tHo Chi Minh City) rattled at night during the B-52 strikes, which were takiny
rplace only 10 or 15 miles away, he turned excitedly to the other Afghans in ths
eroom to translate, eyes gleaming.

1 He talked about his own situation, however, with an almost clinica
detachment, saying he received very little aid from the outside and claiming ths
ePakistanis had stolen a lot of the weapons that were destined for him
~substituting old rifles for new. ‘If we didn’t capture and buy a lot from thy
1Russians, we would be extremely short,” Massoud told me. ‘As it is, we’re st
sshort of ammunition — we only have about fifty mortar rounds in the entir

1valley — that I can’t launch an attack on Rokha, as I’d like to.’



s “You say the Russians sell you arms?’ I asked in surprise.

> ‘Oh yes, the Afghans usually give them to us. But the Russians sell u
1Kalashnikovs, even Kalakovs, for money or for hashish.’

, ‘Do many of the Russian soldiers smoke hashish, then?’ I asked.

, ‘All of them,” Massoud grinned. The parallel with the American GIs i1
aVietnam was striking.

f I told him how the Vietnamese communists had received a steady flow o
sarms from Russia and China throughout the Vietnam War until, in the end, th
North Vietnamese were better equipped than the South. He weighed every word.
e I asked Massoud how he financed his war.

r “The money we receive from the sale of emeralds from [the mines at] Dasht-i
sRewat, at the head of the valley, is vital to our war effort,” he said. Thi
2resistance was self-supporting in many ways. ‘But if the West were to help us
ewe would be able to conduct a much more effective war,” he added. Again
ataking into account what I know now, Western support for Massoud seem
1pathetically small. It would also seem that the American CIA short-changes
vMassoud, or allowed him to be short-changed by the ISI, which, under ai
zarrangement with President Zia-ul-Haq of Pakistan, distributed all the arm
eprovided by the Americans. The ISI gave the vast majority to their favourit
mujahideen leader, the Pashtun extremist Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, and next t
Inothing to Massoud, as Ambassador Peter Tomsen, former American envoy tc
ethe mujahideen, has recorded.” And Hekmatyar, it was often said, spent mor:
,time fighting other mujahideen leaders than the Russians, particularly his bét
enoire, Massoud.

> So, Massoud was deliberately excluded from the American weapons chain b:
ethe Pakistani ISI, presumably with the knowledge of the CIA, for it seems hardl

credible that the CIA did not know who was getting what American-financec



weaponry. Perhaps the CIA felt they could do nothing about it, despit
sMassoud’s outstanding record of resistance to the Russians. And yet, as wa
pointed out by Robert Kaplan, the American journalist and writer who describec
Massoud as ‘the Afghan who won the Cold War’ in the Wall Street Journal on !
1May 1992, he still emerged on top.

A day or two later, Massoud unburdened himself to me with remarkabl
ffrankness. But first, he showed his humanity by discussing the plight of thi
ePanjsher’s refugees. They were a very big problem, he said. Assuming the tota
. population of the Panjsher was about 80,000, more than half — 40,000 to 50,00(
— were refugees, and many had lost their houses and belongings. The winter wa
-going to be very bad. They would need help. In fact, if they had not had helj
ealready from neighbouring Andarab to the north, he doubted they would havi
,survived. Then he said something that made me sit forward on the edge of m
,seat. ‘If the Russian attacks go on like this, we’ll have to change our tactics anc
sconduct a more mobile war. As long as I am here, the Russians will continue t
lattack the Panjsher. So, next spring, I intend to leave the Panjsher and conduct «
a1mobile war against the big Russian bases in the north and north-east. We will hi
sthem hard in their bases. It will be a long war, but we will keep fighting.’
e Later, Massoud explained that he intended to set up three new mobile groups
seach of 150 men. Each group would have three platoons of thirty men, armes
owith Kalashnikovs, Kalakovs, light machine guns, and RPG-7 grenad:
elaunchers; a small headquarters unit; and a heavy weapons squad of fifty men
earmed with mortars, artillery, heavy machine guns, and AGS-17 automati
grenade launchers.
vy “We have a lot of work to do this winter.’
y He got up to go, but I had one more question: if he had the opportunity tc

imake an appeal to the leaders of the West, what would he say?



e He answered, ‘The Russians are not interested in Afghanistan for itself; wha
sthey really want is what they have always wanted: a warm-water port in th
1Indian Ocean and control of the West’s oil supply in the Gulf. So far, the Wes
>has stood idly by and done nothing to help the Afghans. All we have had fron
the West is words, not deeds.’
e Massoud’s bitterness was understandable. A less able mujahideen commande
ewould have probably gone under. That he not only survived but went fron
Istrength to strength was proof — if any were needed — that he was exceptional.
) T'had a last conversation with him before we started on the long journey home
sHe absolutely refused to let us use the same route as we came in on, saying i
owas now too dangerous because of the presence of Russian troops and hostil
egroups of Hekmatyar’s fighters in the border area. Hekmatyar was in league witl
ythe Russians, he claimed, citing the incident during Panjsher VI in which Hisb-i
1Islami villagers had — on Hekmatyar’s orders, according to Massoud — evacuatec
dtheir village without warning their neighbours in the nearby pro-Massoud villag:
aof Shawa, thus allowing Russian Spetsnaz to infiltrate the village and kill twent;
tof his mujahideen and their commander. We had been in the area at the time, anc
I remembered Yahya telling us how angry Massoud had been, giving his men
,tongue-lashing after climbing up to the scene of the battle at night to take charge
1 Conscious that this would be our last conversation together, I took thi
eopportunity to ask Massoud how he had learned about guerrilla warfare
,Massoud explained how his guerrilla movement was based on twenty garargah.
c(‘bases’) in the Panjsher. Each garargah had a group of about thirty mujahideei
for self-defence, rather like a home guard, and another mobile group of thirty —
strike force that could operate anywhere inside or outside the Panjsher. Eacl
)garargah had a council of ten elected villagers to advise the commander. Tht

valley itself, he explained, was highly organised, with himself as overall militar



tand political leader. Abdul Hai was his second-in-command, and below then
ewere a number of departments, which sounded like embryonic ministries
tmilitary, economic, law, culture and information, political, health, intelligence
1and Kabul affairs. The Kabul section was subdivided into military affairs (ver
important and top secret, Massoud said), student affairs, and propaganda -
rnewspapers and leaflets. Kabul was also vital from an economic point of view
1since he levied a war tax of 5 per cent on the earnings of all Panjsheris in thy
capital. Finally, Massoud said he had received no fresh supplies of arms o
.ammunition during the last offensive, Panjsher VI. All his resupply convoys hat
tbeen blocked by Hekmatyar’s forces.

e Next day, we were up early, excited by the prospect of finally starting the lony
jjourney home. It was Tuesday, 28 September, our forty-ninth day i1
-Afghanistan. Just before we boarded the lorry that was to take us up the valley t
1Dasht-i-Rewat, I saw Massoud pacing up and down alone, deep in thought, anc
ewent to speak to him. I said I would report what was happening to the outsid:
yworld, and he asked me if I would see President Zia in Pakistan. I said I woulc
1do my best to see him. ‘Should I tell him how the Pakistanis were stealing you
anew weapons and substituting old ones?’ Without hesitation, Massoud nodded
.“Yes, tell him.” Unfortunately, I failed to see Zia; he was in China.

e



and political leader. Abdul Hai was his second-in-command, and below them
were a number of departments, which sounded like embryonic ministries:
military, economic, law, culture and information, political, health, intelligence,
and Kabul affairs. The Kabul section was subdivided into military affairs (very
important and top secret, Massoud said), student affairs, and propaganda —
newspapers and leaflets. Kabul was also vital from an economic point of view,
since he levied a war tax of 5 per cent on the earnings of all Panjsheris in the
capital. Finally, Massoud said he had received no fresh supplies of arms or
ammunition during the last offensive, Panjsher VI. All his resupply convoys had
been blocked by Hekmatyar’s forces.

Next day, we were up early, excited by the prospect of finally starting the long
journey home. It was Tuesday, 28 September, our forty-ninth day in
Afghanistan. Just before we boarded the lorry that was to take us up the valley to
Dasht-i-Rewat, I saw Massoud pacing up and down alone, deep in thought, and
went to speak to him. I said I would report what was happening to the outside
world, and he asked me if I would see President Zia in Pakistan. I said I would
do my best to see him. ‘Should I tell him how the Pakistanis were stealing your
new weapons and substituting old ones?’ Without hesitation, Massoud nodded.

“Yes, tell him.” Unfortunately, I failed to see Zia; he was in China.



The Russians Propose a Ceasefire

The story of how the Russians came to propose a ceasefire to their bitter fo

Ahmad Shah Massoud, the Lion of the Panjsher, reads almost like a thriller.
One day in 1982, two and a half years after the Russian invasion of Afghanistan
a Soviet military intelligence officer from the Glavnoe Razvedyvatelnot
Upravlenie (GRU, translated as the ‘Main Intelligence Directorate’) happened t
meet a middle-aged Panjsheri communist called Mirdad. They became friends
and one day Mirdad said something that seems to have struck a chord with the
man from the GRU.

Mirdad, a party apparatchik and senior official at the Afghan Ministry o
Agriculture, where his expertise was in seeds, had been sent to the Panjsher witl
a group of about 100 other government officials on a propaganda mission. Thei
brief was to persuade the Panjsheris to side with the government, and tc
encourage them to do so by distributing money and food. Mirdad was worried a
being given such a mission: ‘I knew only my profession and the basics of wa
and my rifle. I did not know much else.”?> So, he went to see the minister o
education, another Panjsheri, called Dastagir, who told him that since he was ‘ai

older and sociable’ person and ‘could help people’, he should go; in any case, hi



had no option, because the decision came from the Revolutionary Council o
Afghanistan’s communist party.

Mirdad and the rest of his group were flown by helicopter to the Russian bas:
at Anaba, the first sizeable village as you drive up the Panjsher Valley. It was thi
summer of 1982 and Mirdad recalled that, unlike civilians in other parts of ths
valley, who had sought refuge in the mountains, people in Anaba were living i
their homes. During the four and a half months he spent in Anaba, he wa
invited occasionally to the Soviet garrison’s private quarters, where he met ai
officer he calls ‘General’ Anatoli, but who was in fact Colonel Anatoli Tkachev

susually known as Anatoli, a member of the GRU whom Mirdad described as tall

1well—mannered, and pleasant. As befitted his intelligence role, Anatoli neve
wore uniform, always civvies. He and Mirdad communicated in English, anc
L)
‘very quickly became friends’, the Afghan said. Anatoli sometimes even talkec
2

politics, whereas Mirdad was cautious and avoided ‘potentially harmful politica
)discussions "

” Anatoli had volunteered for service in Afghanistan in 1981, partly, he said
ebecause of his journalistic and intelligence background, and partly because of thi

finaccurate picture in the Soviet media of what was happening in Afghanistan

‘Our media were reporting that the Afghan people were living a normal anc
]peaceful life and our troops were engaged in military manoeuvres.’> The Wes
1Fon the other hand was reporting that a genuine war was in progress, and that th
ZSoviet population had no information about it. Anatoli said he did not voluntee

“in order to fight: ‘I never took a weapon in my hand and never took part in an’
r

war and did not even allow my interpreter to carry a weapon. As a journalist anc

director of intelligence I wanted to know what was going on there.’
1
Within three months of arriving in Afghanistan, Anatoli said that he saw wha
2
was really happening. ‘I will never forget the sight of the bodies of civilian



fkilled by the bombing of our planes in Kunduz,” he said, referring to a city i
northern Afghanistan. He considered himself lucky to have been posted to thi
emain Russian base at Anaba in the Panjsher, because if he had been sent tc
eKunduz or anywhere else, he would have become involved with ‘other work
eand not with the ceasefire:

1 When I arrived in Anaba in the Panjsher, in May 1982, there was not a single undamaged house in the

s Wwhole village. I did not see any people, not even a dog. Our military personnel said they had liberated

the Panjsher and enabled the inhabitants to live their lives in peace. But when I saw the Panjsher, the
1 reality was very different. They had ‘liberated’ the Panjsher from its civilian inhabitants, but not from
its fighters. The rule of the people was only practised in the garrisons. Our army’s advance to Bazarak
[18 miles up the valley] took three days, but withdrawing took twenty-five, including the
5, abandonment of the two garrisons at Rokha and Anaba. What purpose they had in abandoning these
two garrisons I cannot comprehend.

I was doing my duty. This was the situation when I began my service there. As I said before, there
were no people living in the area, but gradually they began to drift back from the mountains and the
towns.

This was when I got to know Mirdad and we became friends. We used to sit and have tea together
and discuss the situation in Afghanistan. I was always interested to do this because there were many
questions in my mind that I wanted to find answers to. The return of the inhabitants of Anaba made
me wonder what to do with these people. I wanted to show that by having contact and dialogue with
I them it was possible to secure peace. Why Panjsher? Because it was at that time the ‘hottest spot’ in

Afghanistan.*

One day, when they were talking, the two men saw large convoys of Russiai
Imilitary hardware driving into the valley. Mirdad said Anatoli ‘turned toward
tme with a smile and told me how powerful the Russian army was’
eUncharacteristically outspoken for once, Mirdad replied, ‘Even if this army wert
rto become a thousand times stronger it would not be able to reduce these higl
ymountains by one centimetre.’” Anatoli smiled but said nothing.> Next day
lhowever, when they saw one another, Anatoli said he had been thinking abou

what Mirdad said the day before, and asked him what he had been trying to say
tMirdad later recounted:

S Itold him that resistance to their army was resistance by the people and that the people are like the



mountain; and there should be another way [of doing things] rather than by force. He said nothing.
But what I said became like a mantra to him. Whenever there was something happening, a battle or

€ resistance was taking place, he was saying that I was right and that the mountain top was always
6

) difficult to conquer.
Mirdad added that on the day he made his remark he had no hint of a solution i
his mind. It was his subconscious that was deeply affected by ‘seeing so mucl
war and killing’ in the past few days. They had often seen wounded and deac
Russian soldiers being transported down the valley, he said, and ‘the war wa
still continuing in the valley’.

Anatoli had his own misgivings, as he saw intelligence reports were bein;

distorted as they were passed up the chain of command:

No one wanted to take responsibility and report the true state of affairs, and the top military
leadership did not want to believe reliable intelligence. A formal instruction was given to reflect in
the reports positive trends that were virtually non-existent. Wishful thinking was valid. Meanwhile,
the bodies of our soldiers and officers were being steadily taken out of the Panjsher. But this did not

really bother our leaders.”

One important source in the tangled skein of Massoud’s relations with th
Soviets, Rodric Braithwaite, the former British ambassador to Moscow, said tha
1Anatoli offered a suggestion when reporting on the situation to Genera
sAkhromeev, who at that time was still a member of the Ministry of Defence’
.Operational Group in Kabul:

© 1 told him that we ought to try to reach an agreement with Ahmad Shah [Massoud] on a ceasefire

q since the civilian population was being killed by artillery and air strikes, and soldiers were being
killed by the mujahideen. He answered that all those old men, women and children were relatives of
', the rebels and as for the deaths of our soldiers, they were only doing their duty. If one was killed, ten

more could be sent to take his place. Ahmad Shah [Massoud] should be brought to his knees and

made to lay down his weapons.8

When Anatoli went on leave to Moscow, he shared his thoughts with hi

superior officer, General Piotr Ivashutin, the head of military intelligence at tht



Ministry of Defence, who authorised the plan. Other high-level official
approved it. Although Anatoli did not know it at the time, both the commander
in-chief of the army, Nikolai Ogarkov, and even more importantly, the ministe
of defence, Dmitri Ustinov, ‘were aware of these developments and wer
lfollowing them with interest’.? The plan was also supported by Akhromeev’,
1supelrior, Marshal Sergei Sokolov. Even as the Soviets were pursuing their fiftl
and sixth offensives in the Panjsher, their largest operations to date, Anatoli wa
Sabsorbed with developing his idea of a ceasefire. The whole of 1982 was takei
up by ‘the preparation of this idea’, he said.
> For Mirdad, who had no idea of the divisions within the Soviet leadership, th
idea was fraught with danger: ‘One day Anatoli came to see me and invited mq
to tea. I could see that he had something important to tell me. While we wert
drinking our tea, he looked me straight in the eye and said, “Our leader is dead.’
I asked him what he meant. He said he meant Brezhnev was dead.’'® The new.
had not been announced yet by the official media. ‘I was astonished by his shov
of happiness, and did not believe it, and said that it was not good that a leader o
tcommunism should have passed away, or something of that sort. Seeing mn
Iconfusion, he smiled and said, “Don’t worry, and trust me. Actually it is gooc
Sthat this happened, as our friends, led by Mr Andropov, will now be in power.”’
When Yuri Andropov, previously head of the KGB, succeeded Leonic
Brezhnev as Soviet Communist Party leader, Anatoli was recalled to Moscov
and Mirdad returned to his job in the Ministry of Agriculture in Kabul. It was no
until the end of that year, 1982, that Anatoli returned to Kabul and came to se
Mirdad with several colleagues, in an official car with diplomatic corps (CD
plates. After the usual greetings, Mirdad said, Anatoli told him he had beei
Spersonally appointed by Andropov, and his colleagues were all from Andropov’

office: “With the appointment of Mr Andropov, changes are underway in Russia



samong them is to find a solution to the withdrawal of Russian troops fron
-Afghanistan.” They and Mirdad, Anatoli said, would work together on this issue
r‘l remember your statement,” Mirdad recalled Anatoli saying, ‘“Things canno
ebe achieved by force.” It is now time to work for peace.’!!

s The Russians had decided the first step was to negotiate peace with the maii
ammujahideen commanders in Afghanistan. Ceasefires would be established in thy
sareas under their control, and the Russians would gradually withdraw. Mirdac
1said he had several questions, such as “Why is this starting in the Panjsher?’, tc
which Anatoli replied, ‘Because it’s in the Panjsher and the Salang that most o
ethe fighting takes place, and most of our losses are incurred in these areas.’

e The Panjsher lay near the most important route in Afghanistan, the Salany
eTunnel and highway, with the heaviest traffic carrying Russian supplies from thy
”Soviet border to Bagram Air Base and Kabul. Another reason Anatoli gave wa
sthat the mujahideen forces under the command of Massoud were bette
vorganised and better disciplined than others, so that if a ceasefire were agreed
fone could trust them to observe it. ‘In other parts of Afghanistan there are not s
ymany fighters under one commander, and if ceasefires were agreed with othe
lcommanders, one could not be sure that if one of them disagreed, the ceasefirt
would be maintained,” he told Mirdad. ‘As for the choice of you, Mirdad, tc
dwork with us, since the programme is going to start in the Panjsher and you art
vfrom there, and also as I have no other good friend in the Panjsher that I cai
ttrust, I am asking you to cooperate with us.’

e This discussion went on for several days, Mirdad recalled: ‘In my mind thert
)were many questions, such as whether the Russians really had decided to leavt
1Afghanistan; how they wanted to leave. Where would the Afghan forces go’
sWhat would the mujahideen do? What would the future government be like’

;And who will lead it? And dozens more questions,” Mirdad recalled. ‘Anatoli



awho was watching me, asked, “Is it hard for you to make a decision? Please finc
.someone to take our message to Massoud. After finding this person, you wil
thave done your duty.” From the assurances that Anatoli gave me, I half-believec
that the Russians would leave Afghanistan. I asked for two weeks to make thi
1arrangements.’ 2
e Mirdad’s biggest difficulty was that he did not know Massoud, although hi
lhad met his father and been to their house. Massoud had been very young then
sand Mirdad could not even remember what he had looked like. After a few day
fthinking about who could take the message to him, Mirdad consulted his ‘ver
good friend’ Daoud, who was a relative of Massoud’s and also an officer in ths
snow-communist-controlled Afghan army. After swearing him to secrecy, Mirdac
eexplained the mission, and Daoud ‘gladly accepted’. He said it was an easy tasl
sand that he could do it himself: ‘It’s easy to go and come from the Panjsher; yot
rneedn’t worry.’
, Anatoli, who had been alerted by Mirdad to come to his office with the rest o
bhis committee, impressed the sensitivity of the mission on Daoud, insisting tht
rletter must be handed to Massoud only, and that no one in the government mus
eknow about it. That afternoon, Anatoli returned with the letter, and once agaii
ystressed that the letter must be handed over to Massoud in person. After Anatol
ehad left, Mirdad asked Daoud what his plan of campaign was. Having seen hov
1cautious Anatoli’s approach was, Daoud must have realised how important the
mission was, as he proposed to go first without the letter to visit the mujahideei
earea and see what conditions were like, on the roads and in general. Then, on thy
esecond trip, he would take the letter. Mirdad agreed with his cautious approach
?and Daoud left next day.
?  Mirdad said he was ‘very worried’ the whole time Daoud was away. He alsc

,had a ‘new worry’ — that there might be something in the letter that would b



l